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Preface 


Some of the common questions that confront all of us are: What does it mean to 
be a human being? What makes us good and happy persons? And how can we 
attain happiness, or the highest possible good in life? These are common and yet 
profound questions that have been answered differently in different societies at 
different times. In the process of growing up within a specific cultural milieu, we 
tend to seek answers to deeply personal questions such as “Who am I?” or “What 
is the best that can happen to me?” in the light of accumulated wisdom of our 
forebears. As the 20th century draws to a close, the world is rapidly getting smaller, 
and many of us get exposed to the legacies of several cultures from around the 
world. The increasing exposure to varied cultures is both an opportunity and a 
challenge. 

Bom in India during the colonial days, I was exposed to a highly Anglicized 
educational system and a completely Eurocentric curriculum. The colonial mold of 
the Indian educational system has persisted throughout the five decades of the 
postcolonial era. As a student of philosophy in the mid-1950s, I read such texts 
as Plato’s Republic, took courses in metaphysics and ethics shaped by thinkers of 
the European Enlightment, and earned my Bachelor’s degree with a philosophy 
major without having to learn a single concept of Indian philosophy. Graduate 
training in psychology in an Indian university in the early 1960s also bore a 
completely Anglo-American mold, such that the transition to research and teach¬ 
ing in a North American system was easy. Nevertheless, growing up in India 
inevitably involved exposure to the indigenous intellectual and cultural tradition. 
My father introduced me to the Bhagavad-Gita! and the nationalistic movement 
brought home the relevance of traditional Indian ways of life, philosophy, and 
ideals. The dual cultural heritage of Europe and India became a matter of personal 
concern and a constant battle when, as an immigrant to Canada, a sense of Indian 
identity continued to grow in proportion to the constant pressures for assimilation 
into the Western way of life. This volume is a product of an attempt to make sense 
of the dual cultural legacy of Europe and India. 

Part of the exposure to Western models in psychology was an opportunity to 
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learn Western theories ofhuman development, first through books while in India 
and then under the tutelage of the late Professor Erik Erikson at Harvard Univer¬ 
sity. After several years of studying and teaching Western theories of personality 
and developmental psychology, it began to dawn on me that lessons learned from 
the Indian tradition were in some ways very similar —and yet in other ways 
profoundly different —from their Western counterparts. The Erikson approach, 
true to its roots in psychoanalysis and the academic milieu, focused on patholog¬ 
ical, as well as normal, ways in which individuals cope with inner and outer 
changes throughout the life span. Erikson speculated on what remains the same 
and is untouched by constant flux in a person’s passage through the life cycle; he 
even hinted at the existential significance ofthe quest for the principle of sameness 
underlying the continual revision in one’s sense ofidentity. However, inErikson’s 
work, as in contemporary psychology at large, the deeply philosophical and 
existential issues about self and identity get routinely excluded as unsuitable to the 
scientific and academic sphere to which psychology is inextricably bound. In my 
view, such restriction of the scope of inquiry into the nature of selfhood is an 
incidental product of the historical and cultural background of contemporary 
psychology. Such restriction did not apply to self-knowledge as pursued in the 
Indian tradition and there is no reason to regard such a conventional disciplinary 
limitation as either necessary or legitimate. Moreover, the philosophical and 
spiritual aspects of psychological thinking in the Indian tradition complement 
contemporary psychological thinking and offset some ofits serious shortcomings. 

Self and identity remain central topics ofinquiry in several related disciplines 
today: philosophy, anthropology, and sociology, along withpsychology. The work 
presented in this volume is allied to, and yet different from, some of the recent 
publications in this broad field of studies. Consistent with the readership of this 
literature, which is spread across various disciplines, I have tried to address this 
book to an interdisciplinary audience. I also presume an international audience 
spread across the English-speaking world in the East as well as the West. 

In terms ofits scholarly and historical approach, this book resembles Charles 
Taylor’s Sources of Self (Harvard University Press, 1989). In dealing with the 
concepts of person and identity, and in viewing them from philosophical and 
psychological angles, it resembles Harre’s Personal Being (Blackwell, 1983). 
However, unlike these works, which are framed almost exclusively within the 
Western cultural conceptual frameworks, the present work tries to integrate West¬ 
ern and Eastern perspectives. In this regard, it strikes a chord with Alan Roland’s 
In Search of Self in India and Japan (Princeton University Press, 1988), but it 
does not adopt his clinical approach. Like Steven Collins’s Selfless Persons 
(Cambridge University Press, 1982),itdelves into Eastern traditions but deals with 
psychological issues more than philosophical ones. It shares some ofthe spiritual 
and transpersonal concerns of Eastern traditions that such authors as Alan Watts 
and Ken Wilber address, but it tries to connect more directly and critically with 
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classical Sanskrit texts and their scholarly interpretations. Like David Loy’s 
Nonduality (Yale University Press, 1988) and Working Emptiness by Newman 
Glass (Scholars Press, 1995), this book considers the practice ofmeditation within 
the context ofpostmodem thought, but unlike them it focuses on Advaita Vedantic, 
rather than Buddhist, tradition. 
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Pronunciation and Transliteration 
of Sanskrit Terms 


The transliteration of Sanskrit terms used in this book follows the most commonly 
used format. What follows is a general guide, rather than a strict phonetic account, 
of Sanskrit terms transliterated in Roman equivalents. 

The vowels are transliterated and pronounced as follows: 


a as u in cut 
a as a in far 
i as i in fit 
f as ee in see 
u as u in put 

r somewhat like r in bird 


e as ay in say 

ai somewhat like ai in aisle 

o as o in go 

ou as ou in out 

morn nasalizes the preceding vowel 
h sound like h with a sharp exhalation 
of air 


The consonants are generally similar to English with a few exceptions. There 
is a series of “alviolars” (t, th, d, dh, n) pronounced with the tip of the tongue 
touching the gum ridge, and a series ofretroflex sounds (t th, d, dh, n, 1) by curling 
the tongue backward. The s is a similar retroflex. The c sounds like ch in chair, j as 
in j injug, 5 like sh in shirt, n like its equivalent in Spanish senor, and n like n in 
king. The aspirates (kh, gh, ch,jh, th, dh, th, dh, ph, and bh) are pronounced with a 
clearly audible breath following the consonant, for example th as in anthill, and dh 
as in bald-head. 

A note of citation ofSanshit sources: Sanskrit sources cited in the text are 
indicated by the name of the author followed by the numbers (in parenthesis) of 
chapter, section, and verse where applicable. The dates of numerous texts of the 
Indian tradition are not known, or known only approximately, and as such their 
original dates of publication are not given. 
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The Context of Inquiry 


THE THEME OF INQUIRY 

The nature of self has been a topic of great interest and serious inquiry in the East 
as well as the West from ancient times to the present. The nature of selfhood was a 
central topic of inquiry in the Upanisads, which are philosophical treatises com 
posed in India around 1500-600 BCE. 1 IntheBrhadaranyaka Upanisad (2.4.5), for 
instance, the sage Yajnavalkya exhorts his wife Maitreyi to contemplate the nature 
of Self. This injunction parallels its ancient Greek counterpart, ‘'Know thyself.” 
Century after century, some of the best minds of the world have made important 
contributions to the inquiry into the nature of selfhood. Nevertheless, the riddle is 
not yet solved; the self continues to be an enigma. In our own times, numerous 
psychologists, philosophers, sociologists, anthropologists, and others continue to 
contribute to a steady stream of publications about the self. In psychology, where 
the selfhad been ostracized during the heyday ofbehaviorism, the self and identity 
have returned as popular topics of active research. 

The term selfhas acquired varied meanings, and we shall examine some of 
them in the following chapter. Here, we may begin by simply noting that common 
meanings ofthe selfinvolve avariety ofanswers to acommon question, “Who am 
I?” It is commonplace that this question elicts many different responses from one 
and the same person, not only at different times in differing contexts, but also at the 
same time and in the same situation. All of us must have different “selves,” 
depending on who one is dealing with; and despite the radical changes that 
naturally occur in one’s understanding of oneself throughout the life span, one 
rarely doubts that one continues to be one and the same “I.” In other words, most 
people tend have an intuitive experience of self-sameness, or a sense ofpersonal 
identity. Although the sense ofpersonal identity is amatter ofcommon experience, 
serious inquiry has often shown that a firm basis for unity and self-sameness is not 
easy to establish. The question, “What, ifanything, remains the same in a person?” 
is a profound enigma. 

The enigma has elicited two mutually opposed views in both the East and the 
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CHAPTER 1 


West. One emphatically affirms some kinds of immutable basis for selfhood, 
whereas the other equally strongly denies any such basis. Time and again the yea- 
sayers have proposed a variety of formulations adducing a permanent self, and the 
nay-sayers have usually come up with fitting statements of denial. In the East, 
while the school of Advaita Vedanta within the Upanisadic tradition has consis¬ 
tently claimed a firm experiential basis for selfhood, numerous schools of Bud¬ 
dhism have equally persistently denied any such basis. In ancient Greece, Pythag¬ 
oras (ca. 582-507BC believed strongly in the immortality of the soul, whereas 
Democritus (ca. 460-370BC) denied its existence. In 18th century Europe, David 
Hume claimed that there was no permanent, observable self, whereas Immanuel 
Kant reasoned in favor of an unchanging transcendental ego. In our own times, the 
psychologist Erik Erikson has advocated the concept of identity in a spirit that is, as 
1 shall argue later, essentially Kantian. On the opposite side, B. E Skinner followed 
the Humean legacy in criticizing the concept of self. 

The dialectical interplay of positions for and against the self has enriched the 
Indian and Western intellectual traditions. Within eachhemisphere, the historically 
accumulated literature on the self and identity is immensely varied and immeasur¬ 
ably vast. Until very recent times the Indian and European intellectual traditions 
were largely — although not completely — isolated from each other. In the last 
couple ofdecades, however, publications attempting to bring together Eastern and 
Western conceptions of the self have begun to appear in a variety of journals and 
books. The appearance of these publications indicates a growing interest in the 
comparison ofEastem and Western perspectives on the self and promises mutual 
enrichment through constructive criticism. In several previous publications (Pa- 
ranjpe, 1984, 1987, 1988, 1995b), I have explored some of the parallels and 
contrasts between Indian and Western views of self and identity. The present work 
attempts to deal with the same issues, along with some related others in greater 
depth and detail than in the earlier works. 

The natural home for issues like self and identity is the field of “personality” 
in modem psychology. In contemporary psychology there are numerous theories 
of personality that provide differing views of human nature. Many of these 
competing alternatives offer matching perspectives on self and identity. Students 
of psychology are often bewildered by the variety of viewpoints presented in 
standard personality texts. A careful comparative study of competing theories, 
preferably within a broader metatheoretical framework, helps put the differences 
among their approaches in perspective. Rychlak (1981), for instance, suggests a 
metatheoretical framework based on the contrasting epistemologies of Lockean 
empiricism and Kantian rationalism. Such a framework is particularly useful for a 
systematic comparison of differing views of self and identity, since, as previously 
noted, Hume and Kant are the leading advocates of the denial and affirmation of 
self-sameness in human beings, respectively. We shall examine their arguments in 
the following chapter and review some of the prominent Western conceptions of 
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self and identity. The Advaita Vedantic and Buddhist views on the self are 
dialectical opposites in a manner that roughly parallels the Kantian and Humean 
alternatives in the West. It would therefore make sense to compare Indian and 
Western views in relation to these polar opposites. A serious comparative study of 
apparently similar approaches demands a close look. 

Even a preliminary acquaintance with Indian and Western perspectives sug¬ 
gests the possibilities ofbroader and deeper understanding ofperson, self, identity, 
and other such issues of common interest. However, there is a wide gap that 
separates parallel perspectives that originated centuries and continents apart. 
Attempting to bridge the gap between them is not an easy task. However, an effort 
in this direction will be very worth while, since the benefits in terms of self¬ 
understanding seem to outweigh the costs. Attempting an East-West convergence 
should allow us to get the “best of both worlds.” Like the fusion of differing 
perspectives of the right and the left eye that allow depth perception, 2 the blending 
ofEast and West can be expected to deepen our understanding ofissues ofcommon 
interest. A systematic comparison of alternative perspectives on common issues 
requires us to “step out” of each approach, now and then, and attempt to view one 
in light of the other. In this process, the distinct strengths and weaknesses of the 
different contributions stand in sharp contrast, and irreconcilable differences as 
well as deep similarities can be detected. Sometimes the blind spots of one 
approach are illuminated in the light of the other. Implicit assumptions that are 
often forgotten -suchas the fact that we speak prose or that we breathe air-become 
explicit. In comparative studies, we can better raise and answer a number of 
questions than in studies that remain within a single framework. 

What are the axiomatic assumptions on which we build our inquiries? Are 
they not different in different systems ofthought? Are there any absolute truths that 
we must grant? What are the criteria for deciding in the case of conflicting claims 
that appear in independently developing approaches to common issues? Many of 
these questions involve epistemological issues that will be addressed as we 
continue with our comparative study. 

There are many difficulties in a comparative inquiry that present themselves 
from the outset. First, the historically accumulated literatures on selfand identity in 
the Indian and Western intellectual traditions are enormously extensive and varied, 
and more material is added every day. As such, one has to give up the pretense to 
know everything and is forced to be selective; the choice of particular ideas to the 
neglect of others must remain somewhat arbitrary. Second, the differing socio¬ 
cultural contexts oftheories seem to systematically shape them in distinctive ways, 
and it is difficult to know enough about the contexts and ways in which they may 
have influenced the perspectives. Neither the nature of the sociocultural context 
nor the nature ofits impact may be known very well for sheer lack of information. 
Indeed, there is a paucity of literature that examines perspectives on psychology 
in highly differing sociocultural and historical contexts. Another difficulty in 
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comparative study is the lack of a common comprehensive framework within 
which meaningful comparisons can be made. But unless one begins, one would not 
even recognize the nature of difficulties in psychological understanding across 
cultures. 

Although it seems foolhardy to try to undertake such a difficult task, I find 
myself dragged into it. Upward of a century of European colonization of Asia has 
brought the West to the East in a close encounter. For Rudyard Kipling (1865- 
1936), an Englishman who was bom and had lived in India for a long period of 
time, it had appeared that the twain could never meet. But as the 20th century draws 
to a close, jumbo jets and communication satellites have brought the East and the 
West closertogether than everbefore. Everyone today lives in Marshall McLuhan’s 
“global village” (McLuhan&Powers, 1989). Moreover, forthe millions who have 
migrated from one hemisphere to the other, elements of Eastern and Western 
worldviews become part of life. In the process of globalization, there are many of 
us who have binational or integrated cultural identities by virtue of migration, 
overseas education, or parentage. Such persons must face the problems arising 
from the duality of their cultural existence, whether they like it or not. Recently, 
Lila Abu-Lughod (1991) has called suchpeople “halfies.” 3 lnmyowncase, having 
lived an equal number of decades of my life in India and Canada, and having been 
exposed about equally to Indian and Western thought, the cross-cultural encounter 
ofideas is a matter ofdaily existence. For cultural halfies, ideas become an integral 
part of one’s personality regardless of their origin, and self-understanding and 
understanding across cultures become inseparably fused. When the problem 
becomes an integral part of daily life, it can no longer be shunted off as too difficult 
to deal with; one must face it the best way one can. 

One of the problems in the study of the self is that the current inquiry into 
this issue is divided into disciplinary specialities, particularly anthropology, phi¬ 
losophy, psychology, psychiatry, and sociology. These disciplines have their own 
different mandates, audiences, journals, and rules of discourse. Such disciplinary 
divisions were unknown to the ancients in the East, as well as the West. Disciplin¬ 
ary divisions often tend to be sharply drawn, whereby some issues are ruled 
legitimate in some disciplines and not in others. William James, for instance, made 
a sharp distinction between the self as a “thinker” as opposed to his or her 
“thoughts,” and assigned the former as a “metaphysical” issue fit forthe philoso¬ 
pher but unfit for the psychologist. Although advantages ofdisciplinary specializa¬ 
tion are too obvious to disregard, such partitions between metaphysical versus 
psychological domains pose artificial obstacles in relating perspectives from 
psychology with those of philosophy. Also, it is common in contemporary psy¬ 
chology to deal with current viewpoints without regard to their historical roots. 
Such an ahistorical stance is based on the assumption that science progresses by 
rendering previous steps obsolete, always moving ahead to necessarily improved 
levels in understanding. This assumption needs to be examined before drawing on 
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historical sources. Also, the very idea of comparing theories across cultures would 
seem to implicitly assume andjustify different brands ofscience, such as European 
psychology as opposed to Icelandic psychology, and so on. Such an assumption 
flies in the face of the common notion that there is one universal science, which 
makes indigenous psychologies ofvarious regions appear as ludicrous as Russian 
physics and Italian chemistry. 

Given that the present study intends to draw on ideas across disciplines, 
historical periods, and cultures, it is necessary to examine the problems arising 
from attempts toclose such gaps. Itis also necessary todiscuss such issues as the unity 
ofscience, absolutism versus relativity of knowledge, univocalism versus plural¬ 
ism, and so on before beginning with specific views of person, self, and identity. 
The remainder of the chapter is therefore devoted to the discussion of such issues. 


On Closing The Historical, Disciplinary, 

And Cultural Gaps In The Study of the Self 

It is not uncommon in contemporary psychological literature on the self to 
trace crucial ideas to William James. For many, the history ofpsychology simply 
means the history of modem, scientific psychology starting with James; relatively 
few try to trace the history ofpsychology back to the Age of Enlightenment, let 
alone to ancient Greece. It is a matter of common knowledge in the field of 
psychology that students are expected to make sure their reading lists are current; 
too many references to work published more than 5 years ago is seen as a sign of 
being “dated.” T. H. Leahey (1987) has rightly chosen the terms Whig and 
presentism to characterize the attitudes of contemporary psychologists. “A Whig 
account of history,” says Leahey, “sees history as a series of progressive steps 
leading up to our current state of enlightenment” (p. 29). The present state of 
knowledge, or the “state of the art” ostensibly represented by the latest journal 
articles, is ipsofacto considered to be the best on earth. Anyone who wants to 
draw attention to insights of ancient origin must work his or her way against such 
an antihistorical stance. Ironically, we must turn to the historical origins of 
presentism itself so as to understand the source of strength behind the Whiggish - 
ness of our times. 

The Old Versus New Models of the Self: Closing The Historical Gap 

One specific aspect of the history of European thought that seems to have 
contributed to presentism is Hegel’s view ofhistory. G. W. E Hegel (1770-1831) 
viewed knowledge, philosophy, and consciousness-indeed,the entire reality-as 
perpetually moving forward through the cosmic process of “Becoming.” The 
transformation of a bud into a flower, and then a fruit, is a common instance of 
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Becoming. It is as if the present state of anything is like a “thesis” that naturally 
invokes its dialectical opposite, or “antithesis;” the two together inevitably lead to 
their “synthesis,” which forms the new thesis — and the cycle continues. Hegel 
thought that a prior idea, or thesis, does not just vanish but continues by being 
embedded in a more evolved form of the syntheses, even as a bud gradually 
transforms itself into a flower and a fruit. We remember our old thoughts, which are 
subsumed in our current thoughts to which they have led. Likewise, at the global 
level, Plato’s ideas are subsumed in Aristotle’s, which are in turn subsumed into 
Kant’s and Hegel’s, and so on. The human mind as well as the cosmic Spirit are in a 
perpetual process of Becoming, such that there is no return of the present to the 
past, from the flower to the bud. This view implied a unidirectional view of time 
that necessarily marches from past through present to the future toward progress.4 

Auguste Comte (1830/1970)transformed this idea ofthe historical process of 
the development ofknowledge into a universal law. Comte’s “law” suggested that 
knowledge in any field passes through three successively superior stages of 
development: theological, metaphysical, and scientific or “positive.” What Comte 
meant by theological was animistic thinking that attributes events in nature to 
the actions and whims of deities that control the wind, rain, and other such 
phenomena. In the next, metaphysical stage, events are explained in terms of 
causes understood as abstract forces. In the final ,positive stage, an attempt is made 
to accurately describe natural events rather than causally explain them, so that 
knowledge of their regularities can be used to human advantage, as in the case of 
Galileo’s studies of motion. Many modem psychologists seem to assume Comte 
was right; like B. E Skinner, they try to accurately describe behavior as a means of 
establishing control over it, shun metaphysics as a useless endeavor, and either 
view the self as a dreadful relic of the theologian’s “soul” or dismiss it as “a 
vestige of animism” (see Skinner, 1974, p. 167). 

Writing in Germany about a century after Comte enunciated his law of the 
three stages, Max Scheler (n.d./1970) criticized it, arguing that theological, meta¬ 
physical, and scientific are types ofknowledge rather than stages'of its develop¬ 
ment. According to Scheler, the three types rest on three different kinds ofhuman 
motives and aims, involve three different “groups of acts of the knowing mind,” 
and are relevant to three different personality types. The theological or religious 
type aims at salvation, involves the hoping, fearing, and loving mind, and ad¬ 
dresses the “homo religious” or a saint. By contrast, the metaphysical knowledge 
aims at wisdom, is motivated by wonder, involves “essence-envisioning” type of 
reasoning, and is compatible with a sage or an intellectual type of personality. 
Scientific knowledge, as distinguished from these other types ofknowledge, seeks 
to observe regularities in nature so as to be able to predict and control them, 
involves observation and inductive and deductive reasoning, and attracts the 
curious types of persons who are not particularly keen to be heroes or saints. What 
Scheler’s typology suggests is that it is important to raise the issue of “knowledge 



CONTEXT OF INQUIRY 


7 


for what?” In our times, Jurgen Habermas (1968/1971) asked basically the same 
sort of question and has suggested “critical” and “emancipatory” interests in 
the search ofknowledge as distinguished from the “technical” interest of scientific 
knowledge. The emancipatory interest, as reflected in psychoanalysis, tries to 
relieve humans from being oppressed by unconscious motives, while in Marxist 
analysis it aims to emancipate the masses from political and economic exploita¬ 
tion. Habermas points out the irony that Comte’s positivism, which tried to make 
science immune from philosophical critique, itself started as a historical analysis 
and a philosophical critique ofknowledge. Seen from Scheler’s or Habermas’s 
point ofview, it is important to understand the differing goals that prompt a search 
for knowledge. Rychlak( 1981, pp. 2 8—29) points out that the different theories of 
personality in vogue today are guided to greater or lesser degree by scholarly, 
curative, or “ethical” interest; meaning striving to attain values such as “self- 
realization.” There is a common expression in Sanskrit: “sdvidya yavimuktave, ” 
which may be paraphrased to mean that the purpose ofknowledge is to seek 
liberation. This stance stands in sharp contrast with the behaviorist view of 
psychology aimed at the control ofbehavior. Given such diversity in their goals, it 
makes sense to understand theories in terms of their explicit or implicit goals, and 
to evaluate them in terms of the degree to which they help realize their respective 
goals. Whether a theory is modem or antique is irrelevant if one wishes to 
understand and evaluate theories in this manner. 


Self-knowledge and Disciplinary Divisions 

Ancient thinkers in both India and Europe did not distinguish between 
philosophy, psychology, and other disciplines as we currently do. To some extent, 
the divisions are peaceful territorial arrangements that mark off specific sets of 
phenomena — the weather, animals, culture, and so on — as legitimate domains of 
study for specific groups of specialists. Although highly useful and necessary in 
managing the vast expansion ofknowledge, the disciplinary divisions have frac¬ 
tionated the community of scholars into separate groups that are often guarded and 
fortified in the form of rival academic departments competing for grants and 
prestige. Even within the domain of the study of the self, specific aspects are 
delineated as special areas for related disciplines. Thus, the sociologists are 
supposed to study the social aspects of the self and anthropologists the cultural 
imprint on it, while social psychologists focus on its interpersonal dimensions, and 
so on. While such specialization seems to provide more complementarity than 
conflict, approaches to the problem ofidentity is fairly sharply divided between the 
disciplines of philosophy and psychology, and there is little communication 
between them. 

Part of the problem in this regard is a result of the particular history ofmodem 
psychology, namely its historical development as a rebel child of philosophy and 
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its attempt to move close to the natural sciences and away from the humanities. 
Moreover, J. B. Watson (1913), the father ofbehaviorism, portrayed philosophy 
as “armchair speculation,” contrasting it with the “science” ofpsychology, which 
is dedicated to solving practical problems through behavioral “technology.” Such 
characterization was congenial to the pragmatic Zeitgeist of America, and contrib - 
uted to the negative image of philosophy among psychologists. Self, like con¬ 
sciousness, was declared out of bounds for the “science” of psychology not 
only because it was unobservable, but because “idle” speculation about such 
issues was irrelevant to psychology’s practical goal of controlling behavior. 
Moreover, the intellectual ancestry of postmedieval Western conceptions of the 
self was the theologian’s “soul.” Against the background of the long-drawn 
conflict between the developing science and the Christian church since the days of 
Galileo’s inquisition, for many a modem psychologist the self was too tainted a 
topic to deserve serious attention. 5 Max Meyer (1922), an early behaviorist, wrote 
in his introductory psychology text that “Thruout [sic] history we find religion 
being spread by fire and sword, by torture and death. Innumerable human lives 
were sacrificed in order that souls be saved” (p. 410). As a reaction to this history, 
Meyer ruled the soul and its ostensible successor, the self, out of bounds for 
psychology. To emphasize this expulsion, Meyer titled his book. Psychology) of the 
Other-One, and decades later, Skinner (1974, p. 13) followed this lead. 

Given this background, an antiphilosophical and antireligious stance has 
been common (although not totally pervasive) in modem psychology. This creates 
problems in a dialogue on the self between psychologists and philosophers. 
Psychologists with any connections with religion become deeply suspect in the 
eyes of many of their colleagues. This situation has obvious implications for any 
East-West dialogue in psychology, since some of the most important psychologi¬ 
cal concepts and techniques of Eastern origin were developed by schools of 
thought closely associated with Buddhism and Hinduism. 

To some extent, the separation between philosophical and psychological 
approaches to self and identity is not illegitimate or totally based on prejudice, 
insofar as there is a tacit division of labor between them. Thus, while contempo¬ 
rary Western philosophers look at the problem of identity as primarily a puzzle to 
solve with the help of logic, most psychologists view it as a matter of human 
experience open to empirical investigation and/or introspective analysis. For 
instance, in their writings, David Wiggins (1967) and Derek Parfit (1971/1975, 
1986) concoct varied scenarios in which brains are transplanted from one person’s 
brain into another’s body, someone’s memories are accurately replicated, divided 
into equipotent parts, or transported into another world, and so on. Such thought 
experiments are inspired by real experiments, such as those of Gazzaniga and 
Sperry on the bisection of cerebral commissures (Gazzaniga, 1970; Gazzaniga, 
Bogen, & Sperry, 1962), and often have practical implications forissues inreallife. 
Assume, for instance, that for some strange reason, doctors operate on Mr. A and 
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Mr. B, and transplant their brains in each other’s bodies. Assume further that the 
operations are partly successful, andB’sbody wakes up with A’s memories, butA’s 
body does not wake up. Under these conditions, would B's body speak and act like 
A, claiming ownership ofA’s body and expressing intimacy with Mrs. A? Assum¬ 
ing both A and B have life insurance, who will be considered dead and whose 
survivors can claim whose inheritance? For many a philosopher, such a fictitious 
example is a means to clarify the role of memory in maintaining a sense of self¬ 
sameness. For some others, such as Kathleen Wilkes (1988), the flight offancy in 
such thought experiments is useless; we should rather study real people. Psycholo¬ 
gists usually have little patience for any discussion of ontological or ethical issues 
concerning the problem of personal identity; they would rather conduct empirical 
studies of memory or develop clinical techniques to deal with patients suffering 
from amnesia. 

Indeed, this applied orientation ofthe modem psychologists makes Yoga and 
Vedanta more compatible with psychology than “philosophy” as understood in 
the modem sense; that is, as primarily a logical rather than empirical inquiry with a 
“pure” as opposed to an “applied” orientation. Yoga and Vedanta are systems of 
philosophy that deal with ontological and epistemological issues like their Western 
counterparts. However, they are also different from most systems of Western 
philosophy in having “applied” components in the form of sophisticated programs 
forattaining higher levels offulfillment through profound self-knowledge. Interest 
in transforming one’s own personality distinguishes Vedanta and Yoga from 
Western models ofphilosophy. While Vedanta and Yoga prompt personal projects 
aimed at self-realization, most systems ofWestern philosophy remain impersonal 
and purely theoretical enterprises. In this regard, Indian philosophy is somewhat 
similar to the “cultivation ofthe self’ practiced by Greek and Roman philoso¬ 
phers, as described by Michel Foucault (1984/1986). At any rate, as I have tried 
to show elsewhere (Paranjpe, 1984),theAdvaita Vedantic model ofself-realization 
parallels Maslow’s self-actualization model; both of them present us with some¬ 
what different but complementary ideals of what modem psychologists call 
“positive mental health” and higher levels offulfillment (Coan, 1977). As well, 
Yoga suggests means to realize human potentials in a manner parallel to the 
psychologists of the “human potential movement” in modem psychology (Otto, 
1966; Drury, 1989). Such parallels legitimize the comparison between modem 
Western psychology and the traditional Indian systems like Yoga and Vedanta 
regardless of the many differences among them. 

The Cross-Cultural Context: On Bridging The East-WestGap 

Modem psychology, at least as it is taught in most universities around the 
world today, is mostly aWestem or Euro-American product. Psychology as taught 
in most third world countries as well as in Japan also bears an indelible Euro- 
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American stamp. The Eurocentric character of psychology and its attendant 
limitations in their application to the non-Westem world have been known at least 
since the 1920s, when pioneering anthropologists from Europe and America 
started to use the Freudian model in their studies of various “primitive” cultures 
around the world. The anthropologist Malinowski (1927/1953),forinstance, com¬ 
plained that Freud’s model was inappropriate in understanding matriarchal soci¬ 
eties, in that, he argued, children's ambivalent feelings for their fathers typical of 
Oedipus complex result primarily in European societies where the father is both 
a provider as well as a disciplinarian. This condition does not obtain in “mother 
right” societies where the father is not the disciplining authority. If this analysis 
is correct, then the Freudian view of the pervasive intrapsychic conflict must 
have limited cross-cultural applicability. Limitations imposed on psychological 
theories and methods arising from their cultural background should be a matter of 
concern in cross-cultural psychology, where concepts and methods of Euro- 
American origin are applied to cultures around the world. 

Malinowski was concerned about the bias arising from studying cultures from 
the vantage point of one’s own culture, and recommended that anthropologists try 
to look at alien cultures from the “native’s point of view.” In the field of cross- 
cultural psychology, John Berry (1969) drew the attention of his colleagues to 
Malinowski’s recommendation. Following the distinction between phonemics, 
which deals with features specific to a language, as opposed to phonetics, which is 
concerned with the universal features common to all languages, Berry suggested 
the use of the terms emic and etic to distinguish, respectively, between the 
culturally limited versus universal psychological theories. Given the overall focus 
ofcontemporary psychology on obtaining quantifiable data with the help ofpaper- 
and-pencil tests, the issue of “applicability” is centered mainly around translation, 
validation, and other methodological issues relating to psychological tests. Al¬ 
though the importance of understanding the world from the native’s viewpoint is 
recognized, its scope is restricted to such specific matters as avoiding obvious 
misunderstanding oftest items. The “variables” to be measured are assumed to be 
“real” and universal, and their meaning is defined almost exclusively in the 
context ofEuro-American beliefs and values. Rarely does an experimenter dare to 
ask the subjects what they think of the test or the study as a whole. The cross- 
cultural psychologists rarely ask their subjects whether the issues under investiga¬ 
tion and the methods of study make any sense from the indigenous (i.e., natives’) 
viewpoint. Usually the psychologists ofthe Third World origins are either already 
Westernized or make little effort in adopting the worldview ofthe native culture in 
looking at the experiment or its theory as a whole. The non-Westem people are 
treated primarily as a large subject pool from which to obtain data, their contribu¬ 
tion to psychology being restricted to the role of guinea pigs in testing imposed 
Eurocentric emics. Psychological insights of non-Westem cultures are implicitly 
assumed to be either nonexistent or protoscientific at the best. Many issues 
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regarding contemporary cross-cultural psychology have been discussed in detail 
in recent work (Paranjpe, Ho, & Rieber, 1988), making it unnecessary to discuss 
them here, except for a historical perspective on the mutual understanding of India 
and Europe. 

The basic problems of cross-cultural understanding are not new; they began 
when people of one culture started to raid, trade, or communicate with people of 
other lands. Many of the same age-old general problems of intercultural contact 
reflect in relatively new forms relevant to the changing conditions. Today’s cross- 
cultural psychologists seem to narrowly focus on problems of their methods of 
investigation — mostly questionnaires andpsychological tests — mostly to the ne - 
gleet of the other, broader, and more persistent problems. In my opinion, their 
narrowness of focus results from ahistoricism and “methodolatry” (excessive 
emphasis on methodology) typical of the investigative practices of contemporary 
psychology (Danziger, 1990). Notable exceptions to such narrowness are the 
recent works of Ashish Nandy (1983), Durganand Sinha (1986) and David Ho 
(1988), all of whom have discussed various aspects of the history of the British 
empire relevant to psychology in postcolonial societies. Sinha, forinstance, points 
out (as many others before him) that the educational policies of the British Raj as 
laid down by Macaulay (1835/1972) were effective in inculcating a mentality 
among educated Indians that held European worldviews in high esteem, often at 
the expense of indigenous viewpoints on many issues. In an earlier publication 
(Sinha, 1965), he castigates fellow Indian psychologists for turning their backs on 
their own cultural heritage. In his work, Ho points out in a blunt manner some of 
the pernicious aspects ofthe postcolonial mentality on psychology in modern Asia: 
the sense of superiority of the colonizing cultures and the reciprocal sense of 
inferiority ofthe colonized shared on both sides. He points out how the colonial 
mentality has survived decades after the colonial rule was dissolved, and how it 
affects the dialogue among psychologists in the European and Third World 
societies. 

Regardless ofthe fact that the above-mentioned authors have directly spoken 
about the effect of the colonial context on the study of psychology, it is my 
impression that psychologists have remained largely oblivious to the lively de¬ 
bate on postcolonial issues (see Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 1995) prompted by, 
among others, Edward Said’s (1978) influential work entitled Orientalism. This 
discourse could shed light on some of hidden dimensions of cross-cultural studies 
in psychology. The main issue relevant in this context is the varied ways in which 
cross-cultural understanding in the late 20th century is shaped by the power 
differential between the formerly colonized and colonizing cultures. Keeping this 
broader issue in mind, I shall focus here on how the history of the mutual 
understanding oflndia and Europe has affected the nature ofpsychological studies 
in India in the postcolonial era. In my view, the recent work of the Indologist 
Wilhelm Halbfass (1981/1988) is most valuable in placing the issues in the 
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historical perspective. He has given an overview of the intellectual exchange 
between India and Europe spanning two and a half millennia in a single volume 
titled India and Europe: An Essay in Understanding. In the next section, I shall 
follow his analysis of the history of the transcontinental exchange of ideas. 

East-West Dialogue in Historical Perspective 

Unlike the oceans that separate the Americas from Europe, there is a large 
landmass that connects Europe with Asia. Throughout the known history, there has 
been constant communication across this landmass; numerous people of each 
generation have traversed on foot or horseback to satisfy their drive for trade, 
conquest, orproselytization, “sight-seeing,” seeking specialized knowledge, and 
so on. Many of the innumerable traders, soldiers, and travelers must have carried 
ideas along with their “baggage” to and from their home and lands of yonder. The 
first significant intellectual link relevant for our purpose is Pythagoras (ca. 582- 
507 bc), who is said to have had contacts with the East. His views of the self are 
recognized as having influenced those ofPlato, who in turn influenced the “neo- 
Platonic” philosophers and their followers through the centuries. Plato’s ideas 
of the tripartite soul 6 roughly resemble the Upanisadic view of the individual as the 
knower, agent, and enjoyer/sufferer, and there is some similarity between the 
philosophers, warriors, and traders ofPlato’s Republic and the Hindu castes (var- 
nas). This is not to suggest either a direct Asian influence on Plato or a very close 
resemblance between Advaita Vedantic and Platonic concepts. The tripartite 
division of human functioning into cognition, affect, and conation has been a 
persistent theme of both Western and Indian thinking, and will be discussed in 
separate chapters to come. 

The neo-Platonic philosopher Plotinus (ca. 205 -270ce) provides a clear and 
more well-known link between the intellectual traditions oflndia and Europe.’ His 
travels to India in search of the “wisdom of the East” are a matter of historical 
record. Like Pythagoras before him, Plotinus echoes the monistic principle that 
very closely resembles the Brahman ofVedanta His contemplative approach and 
deeply spiritual interests are in tune with several Indian approaches to self- 
realization. Plotinus’s influence on St. Augustine (354-430)is reflected in the 
introspective approach to spiritual and philosophical matters throughout the Chris¬ 
tian tradition that followed him. Augustine’s quip, “Ifl am deceived, so I am,” was 
echoed centuries later by Rene Descartes’s (1596-1650)famous words, “I think, 
therefore 1 am.” Plotinus’s contact with the East suggests an instance ofhistori- 
cal exchange of ideas, although the exact nature of the exchange and the degree of 
mutual influence remains unclear. 

A major event that connected ancient India with Greece was the military 
campaign of Alexander the Great (356-323 BCE) in the northwest region of 
India. Despite legends of Alexander’s conversation with some wise man oflndia, 
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and despite extensive contacts between the India and Europe occasioned by 
Alexander’s expedition, no significant exchange of ideas seems to have come 
about via this Greek connection. A deeper and more lasting connection between 
India and the Western world was established through the Islamic conquerors 
coming to India from Turkey, Iran, Mongolia, and various other parts of Asia and 
the Middle East through the northwest passage. The first Islamic campaign goes 
back to the early 8th century, followed by waves of tribes and armies, some of 
which stayed on to establish Islamic hegemony over major parts of India for 
centuries. Among the many dynasties of Islamic rulers, some patronized artists and 
scholars. Al-Bifunr(973 -1048 CE), an astronomer, mathematician, and geogr a- 
pher associated with the Turkish conquerer Mahmud of GhazanT, was one of the 
first major scholars to study the Indian world seriously (Halbfass, 1981/1988,p. 
25). The Mogul emperor Akbar (1542 -1605) patronized many artists and scholars 
and took personal interest in their work. Motivated by the aim of consolidating his 
rule by bridging the religious gap between the Hindus and the Muslims, he tried to 
create a monotheistic religion based on Islamic, Indian, and Christian elements. 
But such syncretism was not successful in his own times, let alone in the longer 
run. Over the centuries, however, many Indian texts were translated into Persian, 
and some literary classics as well as ideas in astronomy, astrology, medicine, 
mathematics, and other areas of study were transmitted back and forth between 
India and Europe via the Middle East. The decimal system of numbers and the 
game of chess are among many Indian inventions that are known to have been 
transmitted from India to Europe. 

Dara Shukoh emperor Akbar’s great grandson, had 50 Upanisads translated 
into Persian. The translations included excerpts from commentaries by Sarikara, 
and were completed by 1657. Dara Shukoh had deep personal interest in and 
sympathy for the Upanisadic philosophy, and attempted to compare and harmo¬ 
nize ideas from Hinduism and Islam in a book entitled Majma ’ al-bahrain (“Min¬ 
gling of oceans”) (Halbfass, 1981/1988, p. 34). Such an approach did not sit well 
with his brother, Aurangzeb. Claiming that Dara was “a heretic and danger to 
the state, the faith and the public order,” Aurangzeb ordered his brother’s execu¬ 
tion a few years after the translation project was completed. Such was the fate of a 
major attempt at mutual understanding across cultures, and religious fanaticism 
continues to obstruct attempts at reconciliation at present. Fortunately, Dara’s 
efforts in translations did not go to waste; the finished products were eventually 
transmitted to Europe, and these were in turn translated into Latin under the title of 
Oupnek’hat by Anquetil Duperron, in 1801-1802.It is this Latin version that 
reached the hands of Schopenhauer and other European philosophers and elicited 
great interest in India in the 19th century (Halbfass, 1981/1988,p. 35). 

A more direct contact between India and Europe was established through the 
sea route reopened by the voyage of the Portuguese explorer Vasco da Gama 
around 1500. As is well known, the early European voyages to India were moti- 
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vated by interest in spice trade and in spreading the word ofthe Gospel. The trading 
enterprise eventually led to the founding of the British empire, and the nature of 
mutual understanding between India and Britain during the Raj needs to be 
considered separately. Before dealing with that issue, it is necessary to examine the 
way in which the Christian missionaries understood Indian thought. Christianity 
was introduced in India well before the origin of Papacy, when the apostle St. 
Thomas is believed to have visited India around 52 CE on the Malabar coast in 
southern India. A Christian community called the Syrian Christians has lived 
peacefully and flourished in that area ever since. Serious proselytization began 
with St. Francis Xavier, the Basque Jesuit missionary in the mid-16th century. Of 
all the missionaries who worked in India since then, the most important in view of 
cross-cultural understanding is the Italian Jesuit Roberto de’ Nobili (1577 -1656). 

As noted by Halbfass, Nobili recognized that, if an outsider wants his ideas to 
be understood by the local people, he must communicate in their language. As he 
learned to speak and write in Tamil and started to wrestle with translations word by 
word, he realized that there were some “... basic problems involved in the 
transmission or transplantation of Christian ideas and concepts into the complex 
context of Indian religious -philosophical terminology, with its rich associations” 
(cited in Halbfass, 1981/1988,p. 39). Nobili also realized that in understanding an 
alien culture, it was important to distinguish between its relatively superficial 
aspects from the deeper ones. In the case of the Hindu culture of his days, for 
instance, he considered the customs of wearing a sacred thread or a tuft of hair as 
superficial aspects when compared with the more important one like the Vedantic 
monism that underlies pantheistic worship. Nobili recognized that beneath what 
came across as theistic dogma, “the Brahmanic teachings were aprimarily secular, 
natural wisdom” and that “the rule of the Brahmins and their function, as well as 
their customs and insignia, were mundane and social in nature”; they were “wise 
men,” not idolators or temple priests (cited in Halbfass, 1981/1988,p. 41). 

Nobili recommended to his fellow missionaries that the proclaimer of the 
Gospel must be prepared to “set aside the customs of his homeland and to be an 
Indian among Indians.” According to Halbfass, Nobili defended a “hermeneutic 
and pedagogic pragmatism, which finds parallels in the Jesuit missions ofthe Far 
East, by referring to the ‘adaptive’ traditions ofthe church” (p. 41). Halbfass 
adduces evidence suggesting that, when Nobili communicated his views to Por¬ 
tuguese missionaries and the authorities at the Vatican, their reaction was, despite 
“certain esteem for his methods,” predominantly that of “rejection and hostility.” 
Halbfass’s overall assessment ofNobili is that “[h]e had no fundamental questions 
as to the intercultural communicability of his message ... as much as he was 
willing to make concessions with respect to ways of life, so little was he able to 
allow Hindu thought to affect the dogmatic substance ofhis own Christian convic¬ 
tions” (p. 43). 
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It would be useful to pause here to reflect on the implications ofNobili’s work 
for the mutual understanding of India and Europe in our own times. Today, as in 
Nobili’s days, it is mostly India that is the target of study from a Eurocentric 
viewpoint, rather than vice versa. Nobili’s willingness to look at the culture as a 
whole and to sift through superficial details and get down to the fundamental 
principles of culture provides an important lesson. Such willingness is conspicu¬ 
ously absent in cross-cultural psychology, where researchers seem to be obsessed 
with the methodological minutiae to the neglect of the “big picture.” 

Nobili’s scholarship on Indian matters began to be known in the Christian 
circles of Europe during the early years of the Age of Enlightenment. But it was 
not until the later part ofthe 18th century that the secular European scholars began 
to become familiar with Indian thought. A few years prior to the publication of 
Duperron’s Latin translation of the Upanisads in 1801 — 1802, the direct translations 
of Sanskrit classics into European languages began to appear in England, Ger¬ 
many, and other European countries. By that time, the British traders had already 
established their presence in Bengal, and their interest in Sanskrit classics had led 
to the founding ofthe Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1874. Wilkin’s English 
translation of the Bhagavad-GTta appeared in 1785, and translations of assorted 
literary classics began to be published. As is well known, the British “Oriental¬ 
ists” such as W. Jones (1746-1794), C. Wilkins (1749-1836), and T. H. Cole- 
brooke (1765-1837)had positive views about ancient Indian thought, and they 
helped translate and publicize several Sanskrit texts. 

During the late 18th century, many German scholars began to take serious 
interest in Sanskrit literature. This is rather remarkable in view of the fact that 
German activities in India were quite limited when compared with those of the 
British, the French, orthe Dutch. Halbfass (1981/1988,p. 69) suggests that, given 
the increasingly broader and more intensive contacts of Europeans with the non- 
European world, several European intellectuals of the Age of Enlightenment 
started to experience a new European self-awareness vis-a-vis alien cultures. This 
new awareness involved a close acquaintance with and a deep interest in non- 
European cultural and intellectual traditions, combined with a “motif ofcriticizing 
contemporary Christianity and Europe” (p. 69). One ofthe mostprominent among 
the intellectuals expressing such cultural awareness was the famous German 
scholar, J. G. Herder (1744-1803). 

Herder developed an organic metaphor to understand the development of 
cultures, suggesting that one mankind developed historically into multiple forms 
of expression, like one tree trunk developing many branches and twigs. Extending 
the metaphor of growth. Herder thought ofthe Oriental cultures as the childhood, 
Hellenism as adolescence, and the Roman culture as the adulthood of human 
civilization. The idea that ancient Indian culture represented a pristine state of 
childlike innocence spread among members of the so-called “Romantic move- 
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ment” in 19th-century Europe, a movement pioneered by Herder among others. As 
noted by Halbfass, Herder thought that “[t]he Hindus are the gentlest branch of 
humanity. They do not with pleasure offend anything that lives ... Moderation and 
calm, a soft feeling and a silent depth of the soul characterize their work and their 
pleasure, their morals and mythology, their arts” (Herder’s words translated by, 
and cited in, Halbfass, 1981A988,p. 70). The positive bias ofthese words is too 
obvious to need explication. Anyone who knows India should know that, contrary 
to Herder’s impressions, a majority oflndians are not vegetarian, wars and cruelty 
are not unknown to the Hindus, and unfortunately, the worst forms of indignities 
were imposed on the untouchables for centuries. Undeserved glorification, al¬ 
though less harmful, is as misguided and stereotypical as the negative forms of 
prejudice. 

Herder was not totally naive about the unflattering aspects of the Hindu 
society ofhis times. But he thought ofthem as manifesting a periodical deteriora¬ 
tion of a culture from its pristine state, a temporary downturn. As noted by Halb¬ 
fass (1981A988,p. 69), it was common among European intellectuals ofthe Ageof 
Enlightenment to use “abstract categories of progress and degeneration” while 
speaking of a society as a whole. T o think in such terms was a typical feature of the 
European self-awareness. “Renaissance,” “Reformation,” and “Age ofReason” 
were nothing if not indicative of the march to progress — a dominant theme of the 
modem European culture. The history ofthis concept has been well chronicled by 
Bury (1932/1960) in his definitive book, The Idea of Progress. As shown by Bury, 
there were numerous variations of this pervasive theme within the European 
culture. Regardless of such variations of the theme, the idea of progress has 
commonly implied a perpetual process of improvement. 8 

This typically European theme stands in sharp contrast to the notion of the 
cyclical nature of good and bad times that the Hindus have believed in for ages. 
Throughout the known history ofthe Hindu culture, humanity has been assumed to 
go through cycles of four aeonic periods (called the yugas), starting with a golden 

age, of satyayuga (literally, the age oftruth), followed by three successive periods 
(the treta dvapara and kaliyuga) ofincreasing decline and decay. It is interesting 
to examine the implications of the concepts of progress and deterioration for the 
European understanding oflndia. Herder thought that the chart ofhuman progress 
goes up and down in different regions at different times and, as noted, he 
interpreted India to have been in (an ostensibly temporary) period of decline. 
G. W. F. Hegel (1765-1837), who had become well acquainted with India through 
the German translations of many Sanskrit texts, had a different interpretation. He 
believed that humanity’s steady and unidirectional progress started with ancient 
China and traveled through India, Western Asia, Greece, and Rome before finally 
coming to Germany. He thought that it was in Germany, particularly in his own 
work, that the progress ofhumanity had ultimately culminated (Bury, 1932/1960, 

pp. 253-256;Halbfass, 1981/1988, pp. 84$. 
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Hegel’s overall assessment of Indian thought was that, although Indian 
philosophy was the most advanced in the world in the ancient times, it had nothing 
to offer to the people of modem Europe. With his overall influence on European 
thought, this Hegelian view seems to have won popular support. There are some 
other aspects of Hegel’s view of Indian philosophy that need to be considered 
here. In his view, Indian philosophy is inseparable from religion. He was partic¬ 
ularly critical of the Upanisadic concept of Brahman, the single principle that is 
said to account for the entire reality. Said Hegel: .. the One, just because it is 
contentless and abstract, because it has not its particularizations in itself, lets them 
fall outside it, lets them escape in uncontrolled confusion " (Hegel, cited in 
Halbfass, 1981/1988,p. 89; emphasis added). InHegel’s assessment, Yoga exem¬ 
plifies a negative attitude ofthemind. It negates the dialectical interplay of subject 
and object, which is of essence in his own view of self-explication of man in 
history. Also, Yoga manifests “quietism” and“mysticism,” which are diametri - 
cally opposed to his own orientation. Halbfass identifies some ofHegel’s views of 
Indian thought in choice phrases: “wild excesses of fantasy,” an “unrestrained 
frenzy,” and “rampant chaos of mythological and iconographic details” (p. 89). 
These Hegelian views of India stand in sharp contrast with those of his junior 
contemporary Schopenhauer (1788-1860), who said after reading Duperron’s 
Latin translation of the Upanisads that it offered “the most rewarding and edifying 
reading ... that could be possible in this world; ithas been the solace ofmy life and 
will be the solace ofmy death” (Schopenhauer, cited in Halbfass, 1981/1988,p. 
106). This was clearly aversion ofthe Romantic idealization of India in Herder’s 
tradition. Halbfass has called Schopenhauer Hegel’s “antipode” (p. 106). 

Against this background of the diametrically opposed views of India and 
Indian thought, the ideas of certain authors relevant to the present work may be 
pointed outhere. One ofthem is Edmund Husserl(1859-1938), who echoed Hegel 
in considering European civilization as being more advanced than the Chinese and 
Indian. In The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, 
Husserl( 1954/1970) speaks ofthe “Europeanization ofall... civilizations” (p. 16), 
specifically mentioning India and China. 

According to Husserl(1954/1970), “it was a mistake ... to speak oflndian and 
Chinese philosophy and science ... in a European way.” Although he was con¬ 
vinced that “within their own framework of meaning,” their “world-view and 
world-knowledge remain mythical and practical” (p. 284), Husserl asserted that 
“only in the Greeks do we have a universal (‘cosmological’) life-interest in the 
essentially new form of a purely ‘theoretical’ attitude” (p. 280). In Husserl’s 
opinion, the purely theoretical spirit, or Greek theoria leads to a universal 
knowledge ofthe world, whereas the “vocation-like life-interest” ofthe “Indian, 
Chinese and similar ‘philosophies’ ” stifles it (p. 280). What Husserl is speaking of 
here is similar to what modem psychologists call the “value free” stance of 
scientific inquiry that is open to and aspires to benefit the whole of humanity. 



18 


CHAPTER 1 


Husserl’s view ofpresuming the superiority ofEuropean thought over Indian 
is not alien to the contemporary discourse in psychology. For instance, recently the 
psychologist Harry Triandis (1993) said the following in response to an article by 
Misra and Gergen (1993) in the International Journal of Psychology: 

The argument that contemporary cross-cultural psychology is a Western construction is 
equivalent to saying that it is science. Modem science is a Western construction. India, 
when uninfluenced by the West, has produced glorious philosophy and mathematics, but 
not science. The essence of science is the conversation between theory and data, and the 
falsification of theory. Traditional Indian culture is incompatible with falsification ... 
reflections of philosophical monism, make falsification incompatible with its basic 
values. Therefore, if there is to be an Indian science it has to follow Western patterns 
(p. 249). 

These words not only echo the sense ofthe unquestionable superiority of “Western 
science” expressed in the writings of Hegel and Husserl, they also tend to 
perpetuate the stereotype that Eastern and Western ways of thinking are radically 
different, with exclusive properties of their own. Triandis’s suggestion that the 
distinction between theory and data or the concept of falsification are Western 
inventions unknown in India is patently false; like many stereotypes and prejudices 
it is based on appalling ignorance of the concerned subject matter. As 1 shall 
explain in some detail later on in this volume, in India there is a long tradition of 
sophisticated theories of epistemology in which the principle of falsification is 
explicit and central. Sankara for instance, stressed the importance of truth as 
unfalsified (abadhita) cognition as early as the 8th century, a thousand years before 
the idea of falsificationism was popularized by Sir Karl Popper. It is a supreme 
irony that Triandis should think of falsification as incompatible with philosophical 
monism, for it is difficult to find a more committed philosophical monist or a 
stronger supporter of unfalsified truth than Sankara 

At this point it is necessary to stress that the Husserlian judgment of the 
superiority of the European civilization is based on his understanding, right or 
wrong, about the typical European and Indian approaches to knowledge, not on 
widely perceived technical superiority ofthe Europeans. It is ironic that, on the 
one hand, the purely theoretical attitude in the tradition of Greek theoria is 
considered superior to the practical approach oflndian systems like Yoga, while on 
the other hand European civilization as a whole is considered superior to the Indian 
because of its successes in practical affairs. Indeed, in the long run, perceptions of 
superiority and inferiority are shaped more by technical-economicpower and 
political conquest rather than by quaint arguments about excellence of philoso¬ 
phies. As we shall see later in this chapter, typical British attitudes toward Indian 
thought, as expressed by such British officers as T. B. Macaulay, were shaped not 
only by the technical superiority of the Europeans, but also by the enormous 
political power ofthe British empire. Before turning to that issue, it will be useful 
to briefly examine the ways in which the Indians viewed the foreigners. 
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Strange as it may seem, India received more attention and visitors from the 
outside world than it provided in turn. While the history ofthe Indian subcontinent 
provides evidence for a succession of waves of outsiders that came as traders, 
refugees, or conquerors, there is no record oflndians leaving in hordes to foreign 
lands before the beginning of the 20th century. Historians speak of the evidence 
oflndians trading in Egypt and the Mediterranean regions since the ancient times, 
and there are even occasional references to scholars visiting such areas. Although 
there is a long history of wars within India, historical accounts of Indian armies 
marching beyond the northern boundaries of the Indian subcontinent are rare, if 
any. While foreign travelers to India, like the famous Hsuan-Tsang (ca. 596-664) 
from China or the Italian Marco Polo (1254-1325), have left behind valuable 
records of their observations, there are no known records of Indians traveling 
abroad. Indians have not been known as great seafarers comparable to the Scan¬ 
dinavians and other Europeans, although they probably were well connected to 
Southeast Asian regions by the sea route for centuries. Interestingly, the influence 
of Indian culture did spread to a major part of southeast Asia, as is evident in 
Thailand and Indonesia, particularly Bali. Moreover, Buddhism, which originated 
in Nepal and once flourished in India, became the major religion in Asia. Many 
Buddhist monks and scholars have been known to have gone to remote regions of 
Tibet and the Far East, and some of them translated Buddhist texts into various 
Asian languages. Emperor Asoka (3rd century BC) even tried to spread the 
message ofBuddhism through edicts inscribed in Greek and Aramaic. However, 
the Hindus did not send “missionaries” to the outside world until Swami Viveka- 
nanda visited in the United States in 1893 to attend the international conference on 
religion held in Chicago. 

In his survey ofthe intellectual encounter between India and Europe, Halb- 
fass (198 l/1988,p. 172) observes that, while Europeans took the initiative to come 
to and try understand India, the Indians did little reciprocally; at least this is true 
for centuries up to the 20th. Halbfass (p. 187) has pointed out instances of “Indo- 
centrism” reflected in “orthodox” Hindu thought. It is widely recognized that 
through the centuries Indian thinkers learned from foreigners (mlecchas) a variety 
ofideas in astronomy, mathematics, music, and other fields. Although such ideas 
were incorporated into their repertoire of the sciences, arts, and crafts, Indian 
thinkers seemed to be keen to avoid any foreign influence on their religious and 
spiritual ideas. Although Indians accommodated the practice of Christianity in 
Kerala since one of Christ’s apostles, Thomas, visited the southern coast of India, 
there is little sign of its impact on religious thought in India. Despite Akbar and 
Dara Shukoh’s efforts in bringing together Islamic and Hindu ideas, and notwith¬ 
standing the efforts of saints such as Kablr to develop amity between Hindus and 
Muslims, Hindus found little to adopt from Islamic thought. Although Aristotle’s 
ideas were known to the Islamic world, there was no impact of the same on Indian 
thought through either Greek or Islamic sources. I often wonder why none of the 
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Greek invaders or visitors could not introduce Plato or Aristotle’s ideas into the 
mainstream oflndian thought, and had they been known to Sankara’s how he would 
have reacted to them. Given the deep impact on European and Christian thought 
made by Aristotle’s works recovered from their Arabic translations, it is tempting 
to speculate that Sankara’s acquaintance with such sources would have made a 
deep impact on the mutual understanding of India and Europe. 

Leaving aside such indulgence in fancy, it would be important to note that 
numerous Sanskrit scholars who worked in Dara Shukoh’s project of translating 
the Upanisads in Persian, or others who encountered Persian or Arabic scholars, 
hardly made any reference to foreign ideas in their work. A crucial issue in terms of 
the mutual understanding between India and Europe is the typical Indian attitudes 
toward differences in general, and differences between themselves and the for¬ 
eigners in particular. It appears that the dominant attitude toward differences in 
philosophical and religious matters is that oftolerance. There are a few observa¬ 
tions that speak to this. First, the major religions originating in the Indian subconti¬ 
nent, whose followers rarely compromised in regard to their doctrinal differences, 
generally expressed their rivalries in either keen philosophical debates or more 
constructively in attempting to excel over the rivals in tangible pursuits. For 
instance, the Hindus, Buddhists, and Jains have often built their places of worship 
next to each other and have tried to architecturally outclass their rivals, rather than 
destroy each others’ temples, as many Muslims did. The doctrinal differences 
among them often have led to “refereed” philosophical debates among proponents 
of rival viewpoints rather than bloodletting, as in the case of the Vedantist 
Sankara’s keenly contested debate with Mandanamisra, a protagonist ofthe rival 
school of (Piirva) Mimamsa 

It appears that the typical Indian way of dealing with differences in ways of 
worship was to create a pantheon that found a place for any number of deities and 
their uncountable manifestations. An exceptionally rich mythology was created, 
apparently to unify the diverse deities by portraying them as varied incarnations of 
a central triad 9 of gods and their consorts. This is how, it seems, that indigenous 
“tribal” religions as well as immigrant groups from outside were assimilated in a 
relatively peaceful coexistence of diverse religious practices and “ethnic” subcul¬ 
tures. Moreover, there has been a long tradition of writing concordances of 
worldviews, or compendia of summaries of a wide variety of “visions” (darsana) 
ofthe world. Sayana-Matlhava’s (ca.1295 -1386) Sarvadarsana-Samgraha (1978) 
(literally, a compendium of all “visions” or systems of philosophy) is a well- 
known example of such compendia. It includes an account ofmonists and dualists, 
materialists and idealists, the orthodox and the heterodox, theists as well as 
atheists, who are unyielding in their insistence on major as well as minor doctrinal 
differences. But there are no signs- in most traditional philosophical literature 
about the awareness of philosophies of non-Indian origin. Moreover, there are 
clear examples of prominent scholars expressing contempt for foreign ideas and 
dismissing them outright. 
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One such example is Sankara’s follower, Madhusudana Sarasvati, who 
around the year 1600 may have had contacts with the court of emperor Akbar’s 
court. Halbfass (1981/1988, pp. 186-187) notes that in his work, Prasthanabheda 
in which he tries to harmonize the different schools of thought of rival paths 
(prasthana) to liberation, Madhusudana does not include even the Buddhists, let 
alone any other worldviews that may have been known to the Sanskrit scholars 
through the Persian or Chinese scholars. It appears that, as suggested by Halbfass, 
Madhusudana seems to simply take for granted that the Buddhist approaches are 
invalid. I find this ironic, given that Sankara has been called a Buddhist in disguise 
(pracchanna Bauddha) by proponents of rival schools of Vedanta. 10 What, then, 
could be the reason for such exclusion? As noted, the Hindus were adopting, or 
seriously considering, foreign ideas in relation to technical matters. Halbfass 
suggests (pp. 182 (D the most crucial criterion for exclusion of ideas is their 
relevance for religiomoral issues (covered under the concept of dharma) or the 
“soteriological” matters (i.e., pertaining to moksa, the liberation of the soul). 
Surveying the historical reactions oflndians against foreigners, Halbfass (1981/ 
1988) says: “As for the dharma and the path to final liberation, there can be no 
compromise with the mlecchas” (p. 186). He quotes the well-known scholar 
Vacaspatimisra (ca. 9th- 10th century), who heaps the deepest scorn on the mlec¬ 
chas by calling them “scum of mankind and akin to the animals.” 11 Indeed, 
Vacaspatimisra dismisses the Buddhist doctrines, saying that they cannot be taken 
seriously simply because they are popular among such lowly creatures as the 
mlecchas. 

Halbfass’s assessment of Indian attitudes toward foreigners is bound to be 
controversial, but we need not enter into such a controversy. What is relevant for us 
here in regard to the hermeneutic encounter between India and the West is the 
point that Halbfass makes regarding the fundamental significance oflndia’s lack of 
interest in, and the neglect of, the intellectual horizons of foreigners. Its relevance 
for the cross-cultural understanding of Indian and Western conceptions of the 
self should now be clear. First, it is important to recognize that Indocentrism must 
be recognized to be as deep-rooted and vexatious aproblem as Eurocetrism. The 
long histories of ethnocentric tendencies on both side must be overcome if we aim 
at genuine mutual understanding. Second, the traditional Indian neglect of alien 
perspectives makes it difficult to develop a mutual understanding in our times, for 
it is so much more difficult to bring together streams that have been allowed to 
drift apart for so many centuries. Third, as we shall see later, the concepts of self 
and identity that developed in India are most relevant to the goal ofthe liberation of 
the soul: the very matter in which Indian scholars seemed to so adamantly avoid 
foreign influence. Fourth, this very matter, called “soteriological” in the West, has 
been assigned to theology in the Christian tradition, and theology is a field for 
which modem academics, particularly psychologists, have cultivated a sense of 
disdain, if not outright contempt. It is best to try to confront the problems head- 
on, rather than shove the problems under the rug, so to speak. At any rate, the days 
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of isolationism on either side seem to be over; there is at least a significant minority 
ofpsychologists in both India and the West that is willing to look sympathetically 
and constructively at the other side. 

The era of Indian isolation began to end during the late 18th century, when the 
British started to establish their influence in Bengal. At the time when the 
pioneering British Orientalists began to learn Sanskrit, some Indian scholars began 
to learn English and became closely acquainted with foreign worldviews. This was 
the first time that Indian intellectuals began to understand themselves in the light of 
alien perspectives. The most prominent among the Indian intellectuals well versed 
in alien thought was Rammohan Roy (1772 —1833).With the close connections of 
his family with the Nabob of Bengal, Rammohan learned Persian and Arabic, 
became familiar with the Koran, and even did some writing in Persian before 
undertaking a serious study of important Sanskrit texts in Benares. Developing 
close contact with some of the British officers of the East India Company, he 
mastered English and became well acquainted with the European thought of his 
times. His deep knowledge ofmany languages and religions helped him to see the 
world very differently when compared with many of his contemporaries, both 
Indian and British. 

Over the years Rammohan became selectively critical ofboth Hinduism and 
Hindu customs on the one side, and Christianity and European culture on the other. 
Thus, he led a social reform movement against the Hindu practices like the sati, a 
custom whereby young widows self-immolated on their husbands’ funeral pyre. 
In recognition ofhis efforts in reforming the Indian society, Rammohan earned the 
reputation as the “father of modem India.” He criticized idol worship not because 
of acceptance of Christian or Islamic prohibition of idolatry, but because he found 
it incompatible with the Upanisadic principle ofthe formless Brahman as absolute 
truth. Rejecting both Christianity on the one hand and such Hindu practices as idol 
worship on the other, he started a new religious movement called the Brahma 
Samaj in 1828. We need not elaborate here on the Hindu revivalist movements like 
the Brahma Samaj and Swami Dayananda SaraswatT’sArya Samaj based on Vedic 
principles (founded in 1875); we only need to note their common hermeneutic 
implication: Despite the many differences between them, they manifest anew 
cultural self-awareness of India based on the indigenous intellectual tradition. 
Both the Brahma Samaj and Arya Samaj started to reinrerpretancient principles 
in the new sociocultural context, keeping in mind the increasing influence of the 
Western worldview. 

This should bring us to the establishment of the British hegemony in India 
across the Indian subcontinent in the early 1800s, and the introduction of a 
European educational system that completely transformed the Indian culture and 
intellectual self-understanding. In 1834, the General Committee on Public Educa¬ 
tion appointed by the British authorities in India was divided between the Oriental - 
ists, who argued in favor of Sanskrit and Arabic, as well as English, as the medium 
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of higher education in India, as opposed to the Anglicists, who wanted only 
English. As is well known, the Anglicist position espoused by T. B. Macaulay’s 
famous Minute on Indian Education won over the Orientalists and shaped the 
educational system in India throughout the British Raj for over a century. 

In his Minute, Macaulay (1835/1972) spoke of the “intrinsic superiority of 
the Western literature” (p. 241) andridiculed stories ofHindugods and goddesses. 
While advocating the teaching of “European science” at the public expense, he 
dismissed the Orientalist proposal for the inclusion of indigenous traditional 
learning in the following words: “What we spend on Arabic and Sanskrit colleges 
is not merely a dead loss to the cause of truth: it is the bounty-money paid to raise 
up champions of error” (p. 246). Moreover, he proposed that the aim ofthe British 
educational policy in India should be to “do our best to form a class who may be 
interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern; a class of persons, 
Indian in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in 
intellect.. ,”(p. 249). Macaulay’s words are too transparent —indeed, blunt —to 
need comment. The policies ofthe British government that they helped define went 
a long way toward attaining Macaulay’s goal. English education did create a class 
of intellectuals who were completely Anglicized and Westernized in their world¬ 
views. Even after 50 years of independence, curricula are based on Eurocentric 
models. As far as psychology is concerned, most university curricula indicate little 
awareness ofthe country’s rich intellectual legacy in psychological matters. 

Against this background, the name of the philosopher Krishna Chandra 
Bhattacharyya (1875-1949)emerges as an outstanding scholar who mastered both 
Indian and Western philosophy and clearly and forcefully articulated the insidious 
implications ofthe common Indian acceptance of British education and its atten¬ 
dant worldview. Speaking to an audience of students in Bengal around 1931, when 
the Indian movement for political self-determination was in full swing, he cau¬ 
tioned that the uncritical acceptance ofthe superiority ofthe British in the sphere of 
ideas was far more insidious than accepting the political dominance. In his view, 
ignoring the distinctive intellectual legacy of India would amount to “slavery of 
the spirit” (Bhattacharyya, 1931/1954, p. 103), which should not be allowed to 
happen while trying to win political independence. Bhattacharyya did not say this 
with an Indocentric spirit oblivious to foreign scholarship; indeed, he cautioned his 
compatriots ofblind faith in tradition and obscurantism resulting from it. He was a 
dedicated scholar who earned great reputation for his mastery of not only classical 
Indian thought but also of Western philosophy. In particular, he distinguished 
himself as a foremost authority on Kantian philosophy and he cautioned the hidden 
dangers in Kant’s appeal to universal reason. “It is sometimes forgotten by the 
advocates ofuniversalism,” he said, “that the so-called universalism of reason or 
of religion is only in the making and cannot be appealed to as an actually 
established code ofuniversal principles” (Bhattacharyya, 193 l/1954,p. 111). 12 

A careful reading of Bhattacharyya’s writings makes it clear that he dis- 
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played a great social psychological insight about the subtle use of ideology in the 
game ofcultural domination. InPolitics ofldentity, Peter duPreez (1980) describes 
what he calls the “con”a kind of an ideological con game in which the dominant 
culture tries to instill a sense of inferiority among people of the culture to help 
perpetuate its domination. “A con succeeds,” says du Preez, “when we man¬ 
oeuvre others into accepting an identity frame in which they are inferior to us. An 
identity con is one of the attempts rulers make to substitute symbolic for physical 
force. Cons are best attempted from positions ofpower; they survive an equaliza¬ 
tion ofpower between the parties for a very brief period, if at all” (p. 73). The only 
thing wrong with du Preez’s analysis, it seems to me, is his estimation of the 
duration of the effects of a con game, for those ofMacaulay’s have clearly lasted 
for about half a century after India became independent. More Indians now send 
their children voluntarily to English medium schools than in the colonial days, and 
the teaching and learning of Sanskrit is in a worse state today than it was under the 
British rule. It is to his great credit that Bhattacharyya was trying to invoke self- 
respect and confidence in the indigenous intellectual tradition during the days 
when India was deeply involved in fighting against a demoralizing foreign domi¬ 
nation. He rightly cautioned against the subtle use of a call to universal reason as a 
red herring. This point needs closer analysis. 

The call to universalism is as strong today as it was over 60 years ago. Only 
names have changed; what they then referred to as “universal reason” we now call 
“unity of science.” In the early 1970s, when I began to speak about psychological 
concepts of Indian origin to my fellow psychologists in India, I was seen as advo¬ 
cating an “Indian psychology.” This, I was told, was as ridiculous as Russian 
physics or Belgian chemistry. Bhattacharyya cautioned us then that universal 
reason was only a promissory note, not an actuality, and we must now realize that 
unity of science was a dream of the logical positivists ofthe 1930s; and it remains a 
dream even today. The project for a unified science has been abandoned; indeed, 
the logical positivist movement that launched it has itselfbeen pronounced dead by 
historiansofphilosophy(Passmore, 1967,p.56). 13 Itiswidelyrecognizedincros s- 
cultural psychology today that theories of psychology that were presumed to be 
universal are but Eurocentric emics limited by the culture of their origin (Berry, 
1969). However, they also seem to believe that, as they keep testing their imposed 
emics on various cultures and keep fixing those aspects that prove to be culture 
specific, one day they will metamorphose into an etic, or universal psychology. 
Etic psychology is not only a promissory note, like Kantian universal reason and 
the positivist grand scheme of unified science, but it is a mere dream. It must be a 
dream because science is not and can never be an island unto itself; it must be part 
of some sociocultural context and be ensconced in its overall worldview. To 
conceive of a culture -free etic psychology is to think of a being in a boat untouched 
by the water in which it floats. 

In his review ofthe mutual understanding of India and Europe, Halbfass was 
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acutely aware of the difficulty in, or rather the impossibility of, absolute cultural 
neutrality. While trying to attain balance in his presentation with a “commitment 
to, and distance from, the Indian and European sources,” he did not want to 
“pursue the evasive and vacuous goal of absolute neutrality and impartiality.” 
“Our survey,” he said, “is itself part of the unfolding and continuing historical and 
hermeneutical processes with which it deals” (Halbfass, 1981/1988,p. 174). With 
this realization, it will be useful to examine how the ideal of a culture- and value- 
free, universal, and univocalist science of psychology arose in the intellectual 
history of Europe and what philosophers of science think of it today. For it is the 
notion of a univocal psychology unified with a single body of unified science 
against which claims to a variety of psychologies—justified on cultural, epis¬ 
temological, or whatever other grounds—will have to be established. This brings 
us to the topic of the next section. 


Univocalism, Relativism, and Pluralism in Psychological Theory 

There is a long history in the Western intellectual tradition of concepts similar 
to that of the “unity of science.” Robert McRae (1973) traces the roots of such 
ideas to Plato and Aristotle and follows its development up to Kant. He points out 
a set of common themes around which various thinkers tried from time to time to 
organize the universe of knowledge into a single unified system: unity of the 
principles of science, of subject matter, of method, or of its purpose (a teleological 
unity). Francis Bacon, for instance, tried to unify various fields of knowledge 
under one subject matter, the laws of nature, and one purpose, namely controlling 
nature for “the relief of man’s estate” (Bacon, 1605/1859a,p. 294). By compari¬ 
son, Kant tried to unify science on the principle of reason, namely the ostensibly 
universal “categories of the understanding.” The well-known model of the unity 
of science proposed by Rudolph Carnap (1938/1949) and other members of the 
Vienna Circle can be seen as the latest version in the long line of approaches 
identified by McRae. It attempted to blend the rival epistemologies of the British 
empiricism of Bacon, Locke, and Hume on the one hand, and the Continental 
rationalism of Descartes, Leibniz, and Kant on the other. The implicit idea that 
psychology must be a single, universally applicable body of knowledge, which 
prevails in psychology today, may be viewed against the backdrop of the afore¬ 
mentioned history of ideas in Western thought. 


The Univocalist versus Pluralist Approaches to Psychology 

Behaviorist approaches to psychology, which developed in a loose alliance 
with the intellectual movement of logical positivism (Smith, 1986), generally 
adopted a univocalist stance. J. B. Watson (1913) is perhaps the first one to 
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emphatically proclaim that psychology must adopt the methods of natural science 
and no others, and saw it as a branch of the natural sciences. In contrast with this 
methodological behaviorism ofWatson, the philosopher Carl Hempel (1935/1949) 
suggested “logical behaviorism” based on the argument that the metaphysical 
distinction between mind and body is false, and that the distinction between natural 
andhuman sciences is therefore unnecessary. Rudolph Camap (1938/1949)argued 
that the statements of all sciences, including those ofpsychology, can be translated 
into, or reduced to, those of physics, and proposed an ambitious program for the 
unity of science based on this principle of reduction. 

It is difficult to find a psychologist who argues as explicitly as Camap (1932- 
33/1959) for a univocal psychology to be unified with knowledge modeled after 
physics. However, S. S. Stevens’s (1935) attempt to provide operational definitions 
of psychological concepts did much to try to translate psychological concepts in 
the “protocol language” as suggested by the logical positivists. Regardless ofthe 
merits ofoperationism, which remain controversial, operationism became a creed 
ofpsychology; it gave the impression to many psychologists that they had finally 
found a way to bring psychology on a par with physics. Over the years, the 
Carnapian vision ofthe unity of science became highly influential, silently reflect¬ 
ing itself in the way in which psychologists perceived the place of their discipline 
in relation to other disciplines. For instance, in their well-known text on the 
systems ofpsychology, Marx and Hillix (1973) place psychology in a hierarchy 
of disciplines that reduce psychological explanations successively into those of 
biology, biochemistry, chemistry, and ultimately physics. A model of fields of 
knowledge ordered hierarchically in a grand scheme of reducing all abstract, 
molar, and complex systems ultimately to the subatomic level has been relatively 
invisible, perhaps because it is simply taken for granted. The success of this 
program of ordering and unifying of scientific knowledge is a debatable issue. 
Nevertheless, it promoted the univocalist ideal, and the prestige of physics as the 
“queen of sciences” remained extremely high. It is reflected, for instance, in 
Thomas Kuhn’s (1970) view that psychology’s lack of a common theoretical 
framework indicates its protoscientific status similar to pre-Newtonian physics. 
Commitment to univocalism and the idealization of physics are more tacit than 
explicit, but are pervasive. It is against this background that approaches to psychol¬ 
ogy grounded in particular cultures are denigrated by comparing them to the 
ludicrous notion of Russian physics or German chemistry. 

Notwithstanding the highly cherished ideal of univocalism and unity, the 
discipline ofpsychology is in fact hopelessly divided from within. It has been said 
to be “a melange of sciences, technologies, professions, arts, epistemologies, and 
philosophies —many ofthem but distantly related to each other —all called ‘Psy¬ 
chology’ ” (Krech, 1970, quoted in Staats, 1983, p. 235). The disunity ofpsychol¬ 
ogy is not only a fact but a matter of great concern to many. According to Staats 
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(1983), the problem of disunity has reached a crisis proportion. Following Kuhn 
(1970), he views the lackofunity in psychology as suggestive ofits preparadigma- 
tic status and proposes several ways for unification. A group is said to have been 
formed to help unite psychology under a single paradigm. This seems to be a 
laudable goal, for life would ostensibly be simpler if one language were to replace 
the cacophony of the many tongues of Babel heard in psychology today. 

We need to be cautious in this respect, however, since the logical positivist 
idea suggesting the language ofphysics as the language for all sciences has clearly 
failed. The cross-cultural psychologists’ attempt to formulate a universal, etic 
psychology would appear to be a variation of the theme of unification articulated 
by Carnap and Staats. However, the divisions in psychology that Staats and other 
unificationists are trying to integrate —behaviorist, cognitive, psychodynamic, 
Gestalt, and similar other models —have developed within the same Western 
cultures, not in diverse cultures from around the world. Some, like Allportian and 
Skinnerian theories of personality, for instance, grew within not only the same 
cultural milieu, but side by side under a common roof in the same university. The 
plurality of approaches to psychological theory clearly is not the result of cultural 
orregional differentiation, but rather of differing commitments oftheir proponents 
to different ontologies, epistemologies, values, and goals. A program for unifica¬ 
tion implicitly modeled after the logical positivist program, for instance, cannot be 
accomplished by imposing particular ontological and epistemological doctrines. 

Given that logical positivism was staunchly opposed to metaphysics, it is in¬ 
deed very ironic that many positivists were committed to physicalism, which is but 
a metaphysical doctrine. Ernst Mach (1838-1916), whose ideas inspired many a 
positivist, was against metaphysics. He adopted a phenomenalist approach that 
rejected Cartesian metaphysics. He assumed that both “things” and their percep¬ 
tions are constituted by sensations that are neutral with respect to the ontological 
categories of mind and matter. 14 Following Mach, Skinner, too, rejected meta¬ 
physics. But his constant attacks on “mentalism” (Skinner, 1974), and his insis¬ 
tence on “physical” causes (1953, pp. 29 -31) leave him squarely in the physicalist 
camp. Similarly, CarlHempel (1935/1949), like other logical positivist followers 
ofMach, not only rejected metaphysics, but also insisted that “the psycho-physical 
problem is a pseudo-problem” (p. 380). However, citing the behaviorist J. B. 
Watson with appreciation, Hempel offered a “logical analysis of psychology,” 
according to which the experience ofpain, a “mental event,” was to be reduced to 
its physical concomitants such as weeping, or a “decayed tooth with exposed 
pulp” (p. 377). This move follows the footsteps ofWatson (1913, p. 174), who 
defined thinking in terms of its bodily concomitants, such as the movements of 
vocal chords in subvocal speech. The explicit reason for such conceptualization 
was the nonobservability of thinking in Watson’s case and the principle of veri¬ 
fiability in Carnap’s case and not their proclaimed allegiance to the metaphysical 
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category of matter. Regardless of the methodological and epistemological or 
“logical” reasons cited, the net effect was to implicitly subscribe to a materialist 
worldview in the tradition of Democritus and Hobbes. 

The logical positivists Carnap andHempel prescribed the use ofthe language 
of physics as a means to unify science while conveniently ignoring the needs of 
various areas of study to develop different “languages” as appropriate for their 
areas ofstudy. Similarly, the behaviorist Watson (1913) tried to integrate psychol¬ 
ogy into the natural sciences by adopting the methods (observation, experiment) 
and goals (prediction and control) of the natural sciences with utter disregard for 
other legitimate goals for psychological knowledge (emancipation, edification, 
etc.). The history ofphilosophy and psychology has shown that the imposition of 
a particular language or of specific methods and goals does not help the unification 
of science, nor does it lead to a univocalist psychology. Staats’s lamentation over 
psychology’s crisis ofdisunity suggests thathe implicitly recognizes the complete 
failure of the positivist program. Yet he expects to attain the positivist goal of 
unification through the same old positivist methods, rather than critically examin¬ 
ing the positivist epistemology and considering pluralist alternatives. At any rate, 
psychologists are not united in following Staat’s prescription; there is at least a 
minority ofpsychologists in North America who explicitly recognize the failure of 
a positivist approach and are seeking alternative epistemologies and goals (Tol- 
man, 1992). Their search is guided by several recent trends of thought in the 
philosophy of science, which deserve to be discussed here. 


The Sociology of Knowledge 

Scheler (n.d./1970), whom I have referred to earlier in connection with his 
critique of Comte’s Law of Three Stages ofthe development of knowledge, was 
one of the pioneers in the development of an intellectual movement in Germany 
that has come to be known as the sociology of knowledge Its main thesis is that 
the search for knowledge is essentially a social enterprise that is often limited or 
otherwise shaped by various aspects of the particular social setting in which it 
occurs. Scheler, who was aware of the intellectual history of India, noted for 
instance that Comte’s “Law” was limited by what Comte knew about the history 
of European thought; had he known about India, he most probably would have 
drawn different conclusions. Mannheim (1929/1936), who is considered the father 
ofthe sociology of knowledge, pointed out how the worldview or “ideology” 
shared by knowledge seekers in any field unwittingly influences the outcome of 
their inquiry. What is believed to be true by everyone in the society is most often 
taken for granted without questioning. Such “truths” rarely appear problematic 
unless unusual events or visiting outsiders point out their dubious character — like 
the little boy who notices that the king has no clothes on. To help recognize the 
nature of influence of shared beliefs and values in a community of specialists in a 
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field of studies, Mannheim prescribed apractical strategy. He suggested that some 
scholar(s) in the field could move out oftheir familiar milieu to a different society, 
learn and adopt an alien worldview, and look back on the original worldview from 
the newly acquired perspective — like a villager moving back to his home after 
living in a city for some time. Such a maneuver would point out the blind spots in 
the former worldview that were not recognized before. Immigrants often stumble 
over cross-cultural insights if and when they reflect on their native culture or speak 
to a childhood friend or an old relative. 

In the case of the present study, my experience as an immigrant has facili¬ 
tated a Mannheimian exercise in perspective taking. Occasional visits to the 
country of origin offer concrete opportunities for carefully listening to relatively 
un-Westemized natives, for trying to identify the “authentic” indigenous view¬ 
points in the classical and folk traditions, and for seeking to recognize the 
unwitting changes in one’s own views held prior to migration. To this end, I have 
repeatedly arranged discussions on specific issues with scholars trained in classical 
sources in Sanskrit and Pali in the authentic, un-Westemized Indian intellectual 
tradition. Like an urbanized village boy who goes back and forth between two 
different perspectives, it is possible for an immigrant to alternate between two 
worldviews and to critically examine the concepts of one in light of the other. 
Moreover, I have mentally switched between Eastern and Western perspectives 
again and again by trying to immerse myself alternately in traditional Sanskrit and 
Western texts dealing with overlapping or similar issues and by reading Indian and 
Western news magazines that present differing perspectives on common interna¬ 
tional news items. Such maneuvers provide plenty of opportunities to conduct the 
Mannheimian exercise of switching between perspectives ofthe old village and the 
new city. 

Since the pioneering days of Mannheim to the present day, the sociology of 
knowledge has grown into a major area of study. In the mid-1970s, Buss (1975) 
observed that there was an emerging field of the sociology of psychological 
knowledge and offered a review of the literature published by that time. The 
social influence on knowledge in any field may be understood in terms oftwo main 
sources among others: first, institutions such as universities, granting agencies, and 
monasteries that support the sustained search for knowledge in particular areas and 
directions, and second, assumptions and values of dominant themes ofculture that 
provide powerful ideational context shaping theoretical models. That policies of 
granting agencies shape our research by selective funding is a commonly known 
fact of our times. Today’s psychological research is also shaped by the needs and 
demands of students and teachers in universities where much of the research is 
done. For the purpose of the present study, it is important to note that the 
contemplative search for the inner reaches of selfhood was supported over centu¬ 
ries in India by a variety of social customs and institutions such as asramas which 
were probably akin to the medieval monasteries of Europe. The insights of St. 
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Augustine and of Sankara who lived monastic lives, are quite likely to be different 
from those ofmodem academics who work in remarkably different settings. While 
we can appreciate and understand the differences arising from differing socio¬ 
cultural contexts, we need not assume that they must be necessarily irrelevant to 
each other. The psychologist John Crook has tried to show how the insights of 
medieval Tibetan Buddhist monks are relevant to the modem analytical philoso¬ 
phy ofA. J. Ayer, and even to ordinary folk in the busy streets ofLondon in the late 
20th century (see Crook & Rabgyas, 1988). In the current era of globalization, the 
Dalai Lama can engage in a meaningful conversation with postmodern psycholo - 
gists of the Western world. Such cross-cultural dialogues offer unique oppor¬ 
tunities for overcoming the limits on self-understanding often imposed by socio¬ 
cultural context of inquiry, and thereby moving toward a more comprehensive 
understanding of the self. 

Let me now turn to the themes ofculture that, in my opinion, deeply affect the 
search for psychological knowledge. In an earlier publication (Paranjpe, 1984), I 
had identified the following as issues in psychology where, in my opinion, the 
influence of cultural context is often deep and pervasive: 

1. The assumption about the lawfulness of nature. 

2. Assumptions or ontological doctrines borrowed from philosophy. 

3. Attitudes about the relationship of human beings with nature. 

4. Assumptions about human nature. 

5. Assumptions about the human condition. 

6. Values concerning the desirable human condition. 

It is not necessary to repeat the discussion of these issues. The relevance of 
ontological categories like mind and matter for contemporary psychology has been 
noted above, and we shall return to this issue later on as appropriate to topics such 
as emotion and human agency. The various themes just listed will be discussed 
throughout the volume wherever they are appropriate. 

The sociology ofknowledge primarily examines knowledge in a given field in 
the sociocultural context of inquiry. Seen from such a contextualist viewpoint, 
knowledge appears to be always relative and not absolute. The relativistic implica¬ 
tions ofthe sociology ofknowledge militate against the absolutist notions that have 
prevailed ever since the natural sciences began to dominate the Western world¬ 
view. Mannheim, one ofthe founders ofthe sociology ofknowledge, was acutely 
aware ofthe charge ofrelativism against his position, and discussed it extensively 
in his pioneering work, Ideology and Utopia. Over the past several decades, the 
sociology ofknowledge has been heavily criticized for its relativism by many, Sir 
Karl Popper (1945/1967) being one ofthe most prominent among them. 15 The issue 
of relativism has recently emerged at the center stage with the advent of post¬ 
modernism. 16 Although it is not necessary to discuss this issue in all its ramifica¬ 
tions, it is necessary to speak to several aspects ofthe controversy over absolutism 
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and relativism that are relevant to the discussion of selfhood in a cross-cultural 
context. 

The “Requirement of Absoluteness” and the Decontextualization 
of the Search for Knowledge 

Charles Taylor (1980) has traced the origins of absolutism in natural science 
to the “requirement of absoluteness” that developed as a guideline for the study of 
nature in Europe’s Age of Enlightenment. He describes this requirement in the 
following way: “the task of science is to give an account of the world as it is 
independently of the meanings it might have for human subjects, or for how it 
figures in their experience” (p. 31). Let me illustrate this by borrowing a typical 
example often used in recent literature: From the point of view of a scientist, a 
piece of chalk is a brittle object of a particular size and shape, which is to be 
understood in terms of its physical properties and chemical composition. The fact 
that the same object is experienced differently by different persons — by a teacher 
as something to write with on the board, and by a mischievous student as aballistic 
missile, for instance —is irrelevant from the scientific viewpoint. Indeed, the 
success of science lies greatly in expunging from ordinary processes ofknowing 
the “desirability terms” that we normally attribute to objects in our world —as 
useful or useless, or as good, bad or indifferent, and so on. 

In the early stages of the development of science in general, and of the 
empiricist epistemology in particular, a sharp distinction was often made between 
what is given in experience and what is added by the mind. The idea was to focus 
on only what is given and to meticulously purge everything that is added. While 
such sanitization ofperception is useful, even necessary, in understanding objects 
qua objects, it becomes an impediment in understanding persons. For, as it should 
be quite clear, persons are not objects by definition. As Taylor (1980, p. 32) puts 
it, to understand a person is “to understand his [sic] emotions, his aspirations, what 
he finds admirable and compatible, what he loathes, what he yearns for, and so on.” 
To put it in other words, it is natural for human beings to interpretthe nature of the 
world around them. To understand human beings is to understand their interpreta - 
tions, which is exactly what the scientific methods tries to avoid, or at least to keep 
to a minimum. This is why Wilhelm Dilthey (183 3-1911) made a clear distinction 
between the sciences ofman, or Geisteswissenschaften, which must be essentially 
interpretive in their approach and focus on “understanding” (Verstehen, in Ger¬ 
man), and Nuturwissenschaften, which must follow the “requirement of absolute¬ 
ness” Dilthey, 1976). 

It is these kinds of divisions of knowledge, among others, that the logical 
positivists were trying to obliterate in theirproject for unified science. One ofthe 
ways in which they tried to accomplish this was to decontextualizethe process of 
knowing from its social as well as personal and psychological setting. Carnap 
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(1938/1949), for instance, insisted that “[i]t is possible to abstract in an analysis of 
the statements of science from the persons asserting the statements and from the 
psychological and sociological conditions of such assertions” (p. 408). It may not 
only be possible but also necessary at times to separate statements from their 
context so as to focus on their logic; indeed, decontextualization is a means to 
fulfdl the requirement of absoluteness as opposed to relativity. But statements are 
often inextricably embedded in a web of interconnections so as to make sense of a 
person, situation, or society as a whole, and it is essential to understand them in 
terms ofwhole worldview within which they make sense. In general, absoluteness 
is attained through focusing on some specific part of what there is to understand, 
preferably on the smallest possible element. For example, the logical positivists 
preferred to focus on a single proposition, or a “logical atom,” at a time, while 
the behaviorists prefer to focus on a single “variable” at a time. By sharp con¬ 
trast, the sociologist of knowledge adopts a holistic viewpoint, as in Mannheim’s 
example ofcomparing rural versus urban perspectives on common issues in life. In 
the present work, we are attempting to examine the issues of self and identity in the 
context of persons for whom they may be relevant, in terms of the psychological 
processes and concerns where they originate, and in the historical and cultural 
contexts in which they arise, grow, and change. 


The Mirror Metaphor and the Foundationist View of Knowledge 

In the history of Europe, two distinctive views of the nature, origin, and 
development ofknowledge emerged: British empiricism and Continental rational¬ 
ism. They often competed and sometimes collaborated, together shaping the 
modernist phase of the development of Western thought. In empiricism, knowl¬ 
edge was viewed as arising from and validated through experience; in rationalism, 
both origin and validation were ascribed to reason. While in empiricism knowl¬ 
edge has generally been viewed as a copy of reality, in rationalism it is often 
viewed as a construction. In Philosophy and the Mirror ofNature, Richard Rorty 
(1979) has argued that implicit in the empiricist epistemology is the metaphor of 
the mind as a mirror, or the “glassy essence” of humans, in which the world is 
reflected. Francis Bacon, the founder of British empiricism, explicitly used the 
mirror metaphor. In Novum Organum (Book I, aphorism XLI), Bacon said: “[T]he 
human understanding is like a false mirror, which, receiving rays irregularly, 
distorts and discolors the nature of things by mingling its own nature with it” 
(1620/1905,p. 264). He then went on to describe various “idols” ofthemind, i.e. 
errors and presuppositions, such as “dogmas of philosophies” and their “wrong 
laws of demonstration” that becloud the mirror and distort the images. The 
Baconian program of science involved an attempt to cleanse the mirror by ridding 
it of all ‘the accumulated dirt, such as dogmas of the past, so that an accurate 
image of reality can be obtained on its spotless surface. 

Following Bacon, John Locke (1690/1959) thought of the mind as a blank 
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slate, or more precisely as an “empty cabinet” (Vol. 1, p. 48),lln which knowl¬ 
edge arises by way of “simple ideas” such as green, blue, rough, smooth, and the 
like that reflect the properties of objects in the world. Simple ideas that are “given 
in experience” are the basic building blocks or “materials” from which the entire 
superstructure ofknowledge is built. Those ideas that are presented in experience 
close together and repeatedly become connected in the mind so as to develop 
complex ideas. For example, such simple ideas as pink, soft, and moist may 
combine to produce the complex idea ofa rose, and so on. Developing empiricism 
on the basis ofthis lead, David Hume (17394978) pointed out that “[w]hen any 
phaenomena are constantly and invariably conjoin’d together they acquire such a 
connexion in imagination” (p. 403, emphasis added). In other words, when the 
mind is repeatedly exposed to events like the motion of a billiard ball following 
from an impact of another ball, itforms ahabit ofexpecting that objects must move 
whenever hit by another object. This is how the notion of cause originates. Hume 
very perceptively observed that such ideas as “cause” or “necessity” (i.e., that 
relevant effects must necessarily follow causes) are not given in experience; they 
are added by the mind. Since there is nothing given in experience that would 
guarantee that objects must always and necessarily move whenever hit, Hume 
became skeptical about notions like cause. This logical outcome of the empiricist 
viewpoint struck at the very base of the newly developing Newtonian science, 
since it depended heavily on empirical evidence and the idea of causality. It is due 
to this blow against Newtonian science that Kant was “awakened from his 
slumber” and set out to rescue it from the eclipse of Humean skepticism. 

While Kant agreed with Hume that knowledge originates in experience, he 
could not agree with Hume in viewing experience as the only source for validation 
ofknowledge. He shifted his focus from Lockean simple ideas or “intuitions” 
originating in perceptual experience as the only constituents ofknowledge and 
added concepts and propositions as equally important ingredients. He proposed 
that basic concepts like cause and effect, necessity versus contingency, unity and 
plurality, and so on are not added by the mind; the mind is equipped with them 
from the start. Concepts such as cause and effect, or one and many are “categories 
of the understanding.” They exist a priori, i.e., prior to experience, as “standard 
equipment” of human minds, so to speak. It is the prior possession of the 
categories of the understanding that make it possible to have a meaningful 
experience. If the mind were merely a blank and inert mirror that accurately 
reflects the objects placed in front ofit, it would not make sense ofthe surrounding 
world any more than a camera that knows no difference between the pictures of a 
donkey and a celebrity. The Kantian categories of the understanding help us to 
organize the information provided by the senses so that it makes sense. The mind 
must actively construct meanings out of raw experience with the help of rational 
categories or concepts, for, as Kant put it, “intuitions without concepts are 
blind.” 18 

As noted by Rorty (1979, Ch. 3), Kant’s contribution advanced as it deepened 
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the mirror metaphor, for it implied that concepts and propositions were represen¬ 
tations ofthe world even as the Lockean simple and complex ideas were. From this 
viewpoint the entire field of knowledge is seen as an assemblage of accurate 
representations. There are two major components here: ideas that directly reflect 
objects plus connections among such ideas (Hume), or truths of fact and truths of 
reason (Leibniz), or synthetic and analytic truths (Kant). When Gottlob Frege 
(1848 -1925) invented modem logic, he was suggesting laws of connecting ideas or 
symbols that were ostensibly isomorphic with the actual connections among 
entities existing in the real world, and the stage was set for deepening the mirror 
metaphor. 19 ln Wittgenstein’s Tractatus (1921/1974, pp. 8 ff), I find a good expres¬ 
sion of the mirror metaphor that Rorty has analyzed. Wittgenstein speaks of a 
“picture” as a “model of reality” that “represents a possible situation in logical 
space” and is constituted by “elements” that are connected with one another “in a 
determinate way.” 

In Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Richard Rorty (1979) has shown 
how, over the years, the metaphor of a foundation for knowledge has tagged along 
after the mirror metaphor. While the mirror metaphor follows from the idea of 
knowledge as accurate representation, the metaphor of foundation implies that 
knowledge in any field of studies is, or should be, a superstructure that rests on 
two unshakable pillars: first, a set of privileged descriptions whose accuracy 
cannot be doubted, and second, a set of privileged propositions or ideas whose 
justification is beyond impeachment. The first pillar supports the notion ofknowl- 
edge as a matter of relationship between a statement and the object which it 
describes. If someone doubts my statement that this piece of flint is solid, all I need 
to do is ask that person to hold that piece between his hands and press them, which 
should stop all such doubting. This view of knowledge comes straight from the 
history of British empiricism. In his famous Essay Concerning Human Under¬ 
standing, Locke said: “Ifone asks me. What this solidity is, I sendhimtohis senses 
to inform him. Let him put a flint or a football between his hands, and then 
endeavor to join them, and he will know” (1690/1959, Vol. 1, p. 156, italics 
original). The direct experience ofthe object would be so compelling that it would 
be silly to doubt the accuracy of my description. 

The second pillar supports the view of knowledge as a matter of relationship 
of one proposition with another; it belongs to the “logical space” where logic or 
reasoning provides meaningful connections between propositions or syllogisms. If 
someone challenges my argument, I would justify it by giving another, more 
plausible argument from which the first one follows. Ifyou challenge the second, I 
might give a third one and so on. But this infinite regress from one statement to 
another and yet another would have to stop somewhere-preferably at a point 
where the statement is so self-evident that it would be meaningless to challenge it. 
An example from Kant ’ s (1781/1966) Cri tique of Pure Reason would illustrate this. 
In support of the notion of the continued existence of the self-as-knower, he 
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pointed out that it is simply absurd to suggest that one who claims to know 
anything does not exist in the first place or to think that aknower who changes from 
one moment to another would ever get to know anything. In both the instances, 
where one doubts either the correctness of the description of an object, or the 
meaning and validity of what is said, one would ultimately arrive at “a situation in 
which argument would be notjust silly but impossible, for anyone gripped by the 
object in the required way will be unable to do doubt or see an alternative. To reach 
that point is to reach the foundations ofknowledge” (Rorty, 1979, p. 159, empha¬ 
sis original). 


Challenges to the Foundationist Views of Knowledge 

The cornerstones of foundationism are atomism, reductionism, and the fun¬ 
damental distinction between truths of fact versus truths of reason (or synthetic 
versus analytic truths). Both atomism and reductionism as well as the synthetic- 
analytic distinction have come under heavy attack over the past few decades. It is 
neither necessary nor possible to examine the increasingly blurry distinction 
between synthetic and analytic truths and the parallel distinction between facts 
“given in experience” and interpretations “added by the mind.” Many of us would 
hesitate to put it as bluntly as Nietzsche, who said that there are no facts, only 
interpretations; but serious doubts have been raised about the fundamental assump¬ 
tion of empiricism that what is “given” in experience is ’’self-authenticating.” 
Wilfrid Sellars (1963, p. 169), for instance, speaks ofthe “myth ofthe given.” “For 
the given, in epistemological tradition,” he says, “is what is taken by these self¬ 
authenticating episodes.” Opposing the doctrine ofthe self-authentication ofthe 
“given” by its antonym “taken” is not a mere play on words. That the mind 
“actively seeks out” rather than “passively receives” information is a very old 
idea. The only difference between the old and new thinking on this matter is that 
now it is a respectable successor to the British empiricist tradition who is saying 
this. Thus, Sellars (1963, p. 1) makes acrucial distinction between “knowing that ” 
versus “knowing how, ” indicating the passive character of knowing or under¬ 
standing that “water supports my body,” as opposed to the active character of 
knowing “how to swim.” Sellars pokes fun at the static character ofthe metaphor 
of the foundation, saying that it forces us to choose between two alternative 
images: “the picture of an elephant which rests on a tortoise (What supports the 
tortoise?) and the picture of a great Hegelian serpent ofknowledge with its tail in 
its mouth (Where does it begin?)” (p. 170). Empirical or scientific knowledge, he 
suggests, “is rational, not because it has a foundation but because it is a self- 
correcting enterprise which can put any claim in jeopardy, though not all at once 
(emphasis original, p. 170). 

Rorty (1979) rightly chooses W. V. O. Quine as the other major critic ofthe 
rational-empiricistview ofknowledge. Quine’s well-known essay titled “Two 
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Dogmas ofEmpiricism” (1953/1964)offers adevastating criticism ofempiricism, 
or rather, of the rational-empiricistepistemology of the logical positivists. He 
directs his attack on the atomist and reductionist idea that the validity of scientific 
knowledge is based on specific observations of what is given in experience and 
on particular (in Rorty’s terms “foundational”) statements in the form of “logical 
laws.” According to Quine (1953A964,p. 42), “the unit of empirical significance 
is the whole science.” What matters is the total picture, whose authenticity does 
not depend on the accuracy of so-called foundational elements. He conveys the 
holistic character of knowledge with the following metaphor: “total science is 
like a field of force whose boundary conditions are experience” (p. 42). The 
holistic and dynamic nature of a field of force stands in sharp contrast with the 
static and inert character of, respectively, foundation and mirror metaphors. 
Insofar as the metaphor of foundation suggests its immovability (i.e., the apparent 
finality or unalterable character of the foundational statements underlying a the¬ 
ory), Quine has the following to say: “Any statement can be held true come what 
may, ifwe make drastic enough adjustments in the system.... Conversely, by the 
same token, no statement is immune to revision” (p. 43). 

Both Sellars and Quine thus envision science as an open field in which 
statements are forever revisable, not as a fixed set of statements that rest on some 
immovable foundation. This view resembles the Popperian vision of science as a 
discourse where one can make unbridled conjectures that are forever and com¬ 
pletely open to refutation. It also resembles the hermeneutic principle of the 
“hermeneutic circle” according to which it is the structured relations ofthe whole 
and not the elements themselves that convey meaning — like the words in a 
sentence or characters and events in a play. Also, the “forever revisable” nature of 
statements in science may be likened to the hermeneutic principle that all inter¬ 
pretations are forever open to reinterpretation. InRorty’s words, “anecessary truth 
isjust a statement such that nobody has given us any interesting alternative which 
would lead us to question it” (1979, p. 175). Interestingly, this view closely 
parallels the Advaita Vedantic view that knowing implies having anot-yet-falsified 
cognitive state that is shaped in the image of an object. 20 


Knowledge as Justified Belief 

According to Rorty, there is more to knowledge than accurate representation, 
a view central to the epistemology based on the mirror metaphor. The reflection 
of reality in our minds can be misleading, even as perceptual illusions like a stick 
dipped in water that appears bent in water, or the rope that appears like a snake, to 
take the favorite example ofthe Advaita Vedantists. Even where the mental image 
corresponds closely with the object it represents, we need to ascertain with 
confidence the veridicality of our impressions. To put it in Rorty’s words, “we 
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understand knowledge when we understand the social justification of belief, and 
thus have no need to view it as accuracy of presentation” (Rorty, 1979, p. 170). 

The notion of the “justification of a thesis” goes back to Carnap’s Logical 
Structure ofthe World (1928/1967, p. vii). The basic idea here is that only the 
justified theses and propositions qualify as knowledge. The distinction that Hans 
Reichenbach (1938), a logical positivist, made between the “context of dis¬ 
covery” and the “context ofjustification” (p. 382) is crucial here. 21 The former 
implies the activities of science involved in the discovery of scientific ideas, 
including psychological processes of observing and thinking. The latter, the 
context ofjustification, includes all the factors involved injustifying the claim that 
may have been arrived at in the process of observing and thinking: testing or 
verification ofthe claim by empirical methods such as an experiment, ascertaining 
the relevance and coherence ofthe claim in light of other relatable claims, and so 
on. The numerous emotional and irrational factors involved in the psychological 
processes of discovery are recognized, and these must be guarded against, or 
“filtered out.” Justification is the process in which such filtering is accomplished. 
As Carnap (1928/1967 )put it: “The justification, however, has to take place before 
the forum ofthe understanding; here we must not refer to our intuition or emotional 
needs” (p. xvii). 

The point to note here is that the “forum of understanding” before which 
justification has to take place is not the individual but the community of scientists.22 
As argued by Rorty (1979), “justification is not a matter of a special relation 
between ideas (or words) and objects, but of conversation, of social practice” (p. 
170). It would argue that the moment the social nature ofthe process ofjustifica¬ 
tion is recognized, many ofthe principles ofthe sociology ofknowledge come into 
the picture. Thomas Kuhn’s view that the search for scientific knowledge occurs in 
communities of specialists who share a paradigm is relevant in this connection, and 
that is what we turn to at this point. 

Psychology and Kuhnian Paradigms 

Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1970) has helped us 
realize that, at its cutting edge, scientific inquiry occurs in highly specialized 
groups that share a paradigm, i.e., adisciplinary matrix oraframework ofinquiry 
that defines appropriate problems to solve and provides exemplars or model 
solutions. The concept ofthe paradigm has been criticized forits multiple connota¬ 
tions; it is true that Kuhn uses it to mean a community of specialists, as well as their 
shared beliefs, values, and methodology-all at once (Masterman, 1970). Regar d- 
less of such ambiguity and its attendant problems, the composite nature of the 
paradigm nevertheless points out that scientific inquiry is in fact a social enterprise 
that requires not only a community of specialists, but also a shared cognitive 



38 


CHAPTER 1 


framework. In the “forum of understanding” before which a Carnap would want 
scientific claims justified, there must be both these elements present: a number of 
specialists anda cognitive framework that they share. Leaving aside the controver¬ 
sies over Kuhn’s concept of paradigms and paradigm shifts through scientific 
revolutions (see Lakatos and Musgrave, 1970), let us see how these concepts apply 
to psychology in general and to self-understanding in particular. 

According to Kuhn, the diversity of approaches to issues in contemporary 
psychology is indicative of its preparadigmatic, protoscientific character. In the 
future when psychology would mature as a scientific discipline, it will have 
acquired a single common paradigm, even as physics did at its stage of maturity 
attained through the revolutionary work of Isaak Newton (1642-1727).In other 
words, a univocalist approach should be psychology’s legitimate goal. Whatever 
differences Kuhn may have with the logical positivists, he shares with them the 
view that physics is the queen of sciences, a standard against which all other 
sciences must be compared. This “physics-envy” 23 is bad for the healthy growth 
of psychology, for it must develop methods and standards appropriate to its own 
subject matter. Unlike physics, which excludes the scientist from its subject matter, 
psychology, which studies people, must include scientists - their behavior, values, 
and so forth—in its subject matter. The psychologist simply cannot observe, 
experiment with, or control people in the same way as the physicists study or 
control objects in nature. While atoms and forces do not try to protect their pri¬ 
vacy, the subjects in the laboratories or the patients in clinics who psychologists 
study often try to hide their feelings, protect their privacy or other rights, and 
sometimes try to please or even cheat psychologists for their own reasons, good 
or bad. It is of course possible to study people as physical entities moving in space, 
which of course they are, but only in part. As noted previously, to understand 
people is to understand their viewpoints, hopes, and fears. If so, the psychologist 
who wants to understand people in this sense ofunderstanding should be willing to 
hear what they say and be ready to interpret what they mean. 

To put it in other words, Kuhn’s suggestion that psychology should have a 
single paradigm like physics raises the same old issue as denying the place of 
psychology in the highly interpretive disciplines of the humanities and assigning 
it to the ostensibly noninterpretive natural sciences. Ironically, it is Kuhn’s own 
work that recognizes the importance of interpretation in the natural sciences, for, 
after all, scientific revolutions are brought about mainly by offering a new inter¬ 
pretation of the same old sets of facts. Moreover, in The Essential Tension, 
published several years after his earlier work on scientific revolutions, Kuhn 
(1977) speaks ofhis “discovery ofhermeneutics” (p. xiii). Once itis admitted that 
interpretation plays an important role in the pursuit ofknowledge within as well as 
outside of the natural sciences, univocalism gets muted. Doors are then open for 
pluralism, since the same facts are admittedly open to new, alternative interpreta¬ 
tions and perspectives even as they are during revolutionary periods. Indeed, in the 
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1970 postscript to the Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Kuhn discusses the issue 
of relativism, which we will briefly examine later in this chapter. 

As suggested earlier, an attempt to cast psychology in a monoparadigmatic 
mold, like physics, has problems primarily due to the essential differences between 
the subject matter ofphysics and psychology. When we turn to self-knowledge, the 
concept of paradigms becomes even more problematic. While in physics the 
scientist is the interpreter of inert matter, in psychology he or she is the interpreter 
of those who are also interpreters in their own right. In the study ofthe self, which 
is itself considered a “theory” (or an interpretation) of who one is, the self 
becomes both the object of study as well as the basic means with which to study it. 
The issue here is that of the difficulty in dividing the self into both the object 
studied and the subject studying it at the same time. Comte, the founder of 
positivism, had argued as early as 1882 that the method of introspection was 
impossible because “[t]he thinker cannot divide himself into two, of whom one 
reasons whilst the other observes him reason.” William James quotes the above 
words in his discussion of the “methods and snares of psychology” in his 
Principles (1890/1983, p. 188). Eons earlier, the ancient Upanisadic thinker Yaj- 
navalkya posed the same sort of a question: “Whereby would one understand him 
by whom one understands this All?” (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 2.4.14). This sort 
of question cannot be answered in the natural science context in which Kuhnian 
views developed, because the natural science perspective is essentially extraspec 
five. The study ofthe selfraises epistemological issues that are beyond the scope of 
contemporary philosophy of science, and this is the kind of area in which some of 
the Eastern traditions have much to offer. 

The Rise of Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics, as a theory of the interpretation of meaning, originated from 
exegesis, meaning attempts at critical interpretation of scriptural texts such as the 
Bible. Although in the ancient times exegesis was focused on the scriptures, the 
principles of interpretation that developed in that context are now recognized as 
being commonly applicable to nonscriptural texts: legal, literary, historical, archi¬ 
val, personal documents, and so on. In more recent times, Martin Heidegger, and 
his student Hans Georg Gadamer, have been particularly influential in pointing out 
the relevance of hermeneutics in the entire area of the Geisteswissenschuften, or 
the human and social sciences. 

Unlike the predominantly atomistic and reductionistic approaches common 
to the natural sciences, the hermeneutic approach is unmistakably holistic. As 
noted, one of the basic principles of hermeneutics, the “hermeneutic circle,” 
suggests that meanings arise from mutual relationships between the parts and the 
whole. As in the standard example cited before, it is words in proper syntax, or 
characters and events in the story orplay as a whole, that make sense together, not 
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when taken one by one. Another well-known principle ofhermeneutics states that 
“there is no understanding without preunderstanding.” What this means is that, to 
be able to make sense of anything —whether a new text, language, culture, 
acquaintance, or what have yo u — one needs to have some prior basis from which 
to proceed. In the case of a new language of which one knows not a single word, an 
identifiable sound heard repeatedly in conjunction with some common gesture or 
grimace might begin to make sense, perhaps as a word possibly meaning disap¬ 
proval. Assuming that it means “no,” the listener might relate it to another sound 
combined with a gesture pointing at the door, and might guess that what is being 
said means “don’t go that way.” Thus, the first step would involve some conjecture 
about an ostensibly universal meaning of the gesture from which the listener’s 
process ofunderstanding might begin. Each step would add to the spiraling process 
of increments in levels of preunderstanding and subsequent understanding. At 
each step there is a movement back and forth between preunderstanding and new 
information, between the new element added and the total pool of knowledge 
acquired that far. The holistic, relational, and dynamic aspects of understanding 
emphasized in the hermeneutic approach are often ignored in the conventional 
approach to learning commonly found in the experimental and behavioristically 
oriented tradition ofEbbinghaus (1850-1909)and Skinner. 

According to Gadamer (1960/1975,pp. 269-270), to engage in conversation 
with a stranger in order to get to know her or him is to discover the stranger’s 
standpoint and horizon. The concepts of standpoint and horizon are distinctly 
holistic concepts that imply overall perspective, stance, and other subtle aspects of 
mutual understanding and interpretation. Ifthe two persons engaging in a conver¬ 
sation belong to different cultures, communities, or generations, the horizons of 
both parties are likely to start expanding. Getting to know members of another 
culture better enables us to see the world from a perspective not available within 
the horizons of our native culture. The implications of this explanation of some 
elementary concepts ofhermeneutics for understanding psychological thought in 
an unfamiliar culture should be obvious. 

The more recent work of Gadamer, Ricouer, Habermas, and other scholars 
has started a hermeneutic “movement” that is now spreading to various branches 
of the humanities from literary criticism through law and communication to 
psychology. Although classical psychoanalysis did not explicitly recognize the 
principles of hermeneutics, the implicitly hermeneutic nature of psychoanalysis 
has been recognized since at least as early as the 1950s. In Sigmund Freud and the 
Jewish Mystical Tradition, David Bakan (1958, p. 247) tried to show that Freud 
wished to suggest, consciously or unconsciously, that “the analysis of a person is 
like the analysis of Torah,” Torah being the books of the Bible that describe the 
Law ofMoses. This suggests the metaphor ofthe person as a text, which manifests 
in the form ofthe written reports of that person’s dream, case history, autobiog¬ 
raphy, biography, and similar documents by or about that person. Bakan (1958, pp. 
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258 ff) notes that Freud’s approach owes much to the interpretation of dreams 
suggested in the Talmud ( Jewish texts concerning civil and canonical law), and 
more particularly the symbolic interpretation typical of the mystical tradition 
called the Kabbala. Even ifBakan’s claims were disputable, the interpretive nature 
of psychoanalysis and its parallel with hermeneutics as originating from the 
exegetic tradition should be quite clear. From the mid-1960s onward, there has 
been a growing recognition ofhermeneutic implications ofpsychoanalysis, which 
is illustrated by the writings ofHerbert Spiegelberg (1965, Vol. 1, pp. 324-25)and 
PaulRicoeur (1970), among others. 

More recently, Carl Lesche (1985) has tried to show that psychoanalysis is 
neither a natural science nor simply a therapeutic technique, as it is made to ap¬ 
pear; rather, it is a form of research in the humanities. More specifically, Lesche 
considers psychoanalysis to be an attempt at self-understanding and interpretation 
guided by the principles of dialectical hermeneutics. Its natural setting is the 
dialogue between the analysand and the analyst, and it begins with the patient's 
(analysand’s) description ofhis or her situation, usually a puzzling action or vex¬ 
ing experience. The purpose is to emancipate the analysand from his or her 
agonies, and the analyst helps do this by offering hypotheses or quasi-explanations 
based on his or her preunderstandings. Despite being couched in natural science 
terms such as charge, energy, determinism, and so on, the task is not to manipulate 
the analysand as ifhe were an object to be controlled, but to elucidate the meaning 
underlying his dreams or problematic actions. It is as though the analysand and 
analyst are partners in research in the humanities, rather than counterplayers in a 
Machiavellian power play. 

Once a text is accepted as a proper metaphor for understanding a person, 
certain other types of psychological research can be viewed as an enterprise in 
interpretive hermeneutics. Gordon W. Allport’s use of letters or other personal 
documents in psychological research (Allport, 1942, 1965), and Erik Erikson’s 
psychohistorical interpretations of a biography of Martin Luther (Erikson, 1958/ 
1962) or the autobiography ofMahatama Gandhi (Erikson, 1969), may also be 
construed as exercises in hermeneutics. More recently, the relevance ofhermeneu- 
tics for psychology has begun to be recognized in the United Kingdom (Gauld & 
Shotter, 1977),the United States (Packer, 1985; Gergen, Fisher, &Hepbum, 1986; 
Messer, Sass, &Woolfolk, 1988),and Europe (Terwee, 1990). With the end ofthe 
millennium approaching, there is a steady growth ofliterature based on hermeneu¬ 
tics in psychology; it is not necessary to provide its bibliography here. 

The application ofhermeneutic principles to the psychological study of 
human beings marks a fundamental change in the direction ofpsychology ’ s growth 
away from its long-standing commitment to the perspective and methods ofnatural 
science. The rise of hermeneutics does not imply the end or repudiation ofthe 
natural science approach to their study; for, after all, human beings are organisms 
and their bodies function like machines, and to that extent insights ofbiology and 
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physics do apply. Human brains also function similarly to computers, and to that 
extent the relevance of artificial intelligence and cognitive science for psychology 
may not be ruled out. However, human beings are also social creatures, products 
and creators of culture, and meaning makers functioning within what Shotter 
(1993) calls conversational realities. In this context, Shotter’s view ofhumans as 
rhetoricians and the metaphor oftheselfas an unfinished text (Gergen, 1988; Altar, 
1990) make a good deal of sense. To the extent that human beings function like 
machines, it would be possible and even necessary to speak in the univocal 
language ofphysics. However, insofar as humans construct their lives through the 
use of language within the context of eternally revisable social customs, we must 
deal with changing worlds, multiple “realities,” plurality of theories, and count¬ 
less alternative interpretations. 

Some of the implications of the hermeneutic approach to self-understanding 
will be discussed later in this volume in a separate chapter on the self-as-knower. 
It may simply be noted at this point that the hermeneutic approach is most com¬ 
patible with the Vedantic approach. First, the system of Vedanta like hermeneu¬ 
tics, originated from scriptural exegesis. Indeed, another name for the system of 
Vedanta is UttaraMimamsa which literally means a theory that interprets the later 
(uttara) Vedic texts, i.e., the Upanisads. Second, as we shall see in our discussion 
of the self-as-knower, the Vedsntic approach to self-knowledge depends heavily 
(although not entirely) on the interpretive understanding of the true nature of the 
self with the help of the Upanisads and other Vedantic texts. 

Cognitive Constructivism and Social Constructionism 

In recent years, several disciplines in the humanities and the social sciences 
have witnessed many somewhat separate but related trends of thought, which can 
be considered varieties of “constructionism.” Prominent in this regard is the work 
of Berger and Luckmann (1966) in sociology, Goodman (1978) and Arbib and 
Hesse (1986) in philosophy, and Gergen (1985), Harre (1986, 1987), and many 
others inpsychology. A central feature ofconstructionism is its direct opposition to 
reductionism, as the very connotation of “construction” indicates. The roots of 
these trends of thought can be traced to earlier work of many scholars in several 
disciplines in the humanities and social sciences, as well as physics. Inpsychology, 
for instance, Piaget (1954) pioneered a constructivist view of cognition, as indi¬ 
cated by the title of one of his well-known books, the The Construction of Reality 
in the Child. Piaget’s cognitive constructivism stands in sharp contrast to the 
highly reductionist view of cognition common in today’s “cognitive science” 
approach (Stich, 1983). As I shall try to show later in this chapter, the work of 
George Kelly (1955) in personality theory and psychotherapy was based largely on 
cognitive constructivist terms. ThePiagetian andKellyian approaches suggest that 
human beings cognitively construct and continually reconstruct an image of the 
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world and of their position in it. Although this idea is implicit in the highly 
influential work ofthe sociologists Berger and Luckmann (1966), they emphasize 
social context more than intraindividual factors, while Piaget and Kelly emphasize 
developmental and intraindividual factors more than social. In recognition ofthis 
difference, the individualist and heavily cognitivist approach shared by Piaget and 
Kelly has come to be known as “cognitive constructivism,” as distinguished from 
the “social constructionism” of Berger and Luckmann, Gergen, Harre and others. 

Both the cognitive constructivist and social constructionist perspectives have 
profound implications for our understanding of the self. As we shall note in 
Chapter 4, the self-as-knower can be conceived of as that which constructs images 
ofitselfand of the surrounding world. As well, the so-called “social self’-or the 
social roles with which we identify ourselves -maybe thought of as a product of 
societal influences or a matter of the “social construction of reality.” Various 
implications of such constructivist and constructionist views of the self will be 
discussed at length in Chapter 4. In addition to such implications for selfhood, 
constructionism raises certain ontological and epistemological issues that need to 
be discussed here, since they are relevant to several other issues to be discussed in 
the remainder of this volume. 

The Cognitive Construction of Reality and of Knowledge 

As noted, according to the constructionist perspective, human beings cog¬ 
nitively construct and continually reconstruct a view ofthe world around them and 
of their place within it. In this respect, the child and the adult, the “ordinary 
person” as well as the philosopher and the scientist, are all alike, albeit at different 
levels of sophistication in the task of construction. Piaget’s (1954) pioneering 
studies show how infants begin relating to the world around them by means of their 
naturally endowed sensory and motor capacities such as looking, listening, grasp¬ 
ing, and sucking, and gradually develop increasingly complex cognitive capaci¬ 
ties. On the basis of simple but astute observations of children’s behavior, Piaget 
shows how an infant looking for a missing toy must have preverbally developed 
the notion of object permanence and how babies who enjoy repeatedly toppling a 
stack of blocks implicitly conceive ofthe relationship between cause (moving 
hand) and effect (collapsing of the stack). Seen this way, the child is a budding 
philosopher concerned with the principle of causality and a scientist engaged in 
“experimentally” verifying the lawful relationships among replicable natural 
phenomena. Like Piaget, George Kelly (1955) assumes that such cognitive con¬ 
struction of reality is common to “ordinary” persons as well as scientists. Such 
construction serves the purpose of understanding, predicting, and controlling 
various kinds of phenomena that persons of varied educational background or age 
need to deal with in their respective worlds. But unlike Piaget’s developmental 
focus, Kelly tries primarily to develop techniques, such as the Role Repertory 
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Test, for understanding ordinary persons’ ways of predicting the behavior of 
significant others and of relevant events in life. Kelly uses these techniques to help 
patients recognize the instances where their predictions are not confirmed by facts 
and to revise their views appropriately for better understanding and control of 
events just as scientists do. 

The similarity between the ordinary persons and scientists suggested by 
cognitive constructionists like Piaget and Kelly is not apsychologist’s fancy trying 
to claim parity between psychology and physics. Indeed, there are physicists who 
insist that doing physics involves intellectually, i.e., cognitively, constructing a 
model ofthe physical world. The most well-known name among such physicists is 
Albert Einstein. In his letter to Herbert Samuel, Einstein (1951) expressed his 
constructionist views in the following words: 


In fact, however, the “real” is in no way immediately given to us. Given to us is merely 
the data of our consciousness ... There is only one way from the data of consciousness to 
“reality,” to wit, the way of conscious or unconscious intellectual construction, which 
proceeds completely free and arbitrarily, (p. 137) 

We are free to choose which elements we wish to apply in the construction of 
physical reality, (p. 141) 

Since the days of Faraday and Maxwell the conviction has established itself that 
“mass” has to be replaced by “field” as a basic element or brick for constructing 
“reality.” ... I think it is not justified to regard mass as something “real,” the field, 
however, as merely a “fancy.” (p. 145) 


Einstein’s juxtaposition of the word “fancy” against “real,” and his use of the 
expression “constructing ‘reality’ ” are especially noteworthy here. They make it 
clear that here Einstein is dealing with issues concerning reality and ways of 
knowing it, i.e., ontological and epistemological issues that are, as per convention, 
special topics for philosophers rather than physicists. The philosopher Nelson 
Goodman (1978) also deals with the same issues from a constructionist viewpoint, 
and interestingly he too speaks of celestial physical motion, which was Einstein’s 
special field of study. Goodman points out, for instance, that the “geocentric and 
heliocentric systems are different versions of‘the same facts’ ” (p. 93) constructed 
from different vantage points. Both Einstein and Goodman consider “facts” in the 
“real” world as primarily a matter of “intellectual construction,” and both 
recognize that how we construct them depends on the context from which we see 
the world. 

The historical roots of a constructionist view of motion may be traced to the 
work of the physicist -philosopher Ernst Mach, who was arguably the first thinker 
to clearly recognize that the understanding of physical motion depends to a great 
extent on the vantage point ofthe observer. A standard example is that, although it 
is the boat floating in the water underneath that seems to move while seeing from 
the top of the bridge, it is the bridge that seems to move while sitting in the boat. 
Both versions or motion are correct, depending on which vantage point one 
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chooses to speak from. The apparently different constructions from different 
contexts or vantage points need not necessarily be at odds with each other; both (or 
several) versions might be translatable into one another and equally correct within 
their respective frameworks. It is this relativistic view of physical motion in 
Mach’s work that provided the crucial insights for Einstein’s theory ofrelativity. 
What is relevant for us in the present context is not the problems in studying 
motion, space, or time, but some of the epistemological implications of Mach’s 
work. Here are some of Mach’s words that are relevant in this context: 

Different ideas can express the facts with the same exactness in the domain accessible to 
observation. The facts must hence be carefully distinguished from the intellectual 
constructs the formation of which they suggested. The latter - concepts - must be consis¬ 
tent with observation, and must in addition be logically in accord with one another. Now 
these two requirements can be fulfilled in more than one manner, and hence the different 
systems of geometry. (Mach, 1901-1903/1960, pp. 132-133,emphasis original) 

Mach clarifies that although we can construct many different versions of what a 
given set of observations means, not all ofthem would be correct. To be worthy of 
being called knowledge, a construction or “theory” must fulfill standard criteria 
such as internal consistency and correspondence with data. The corpuscular and 
wave theories of light are good examples that illustrate how the same set of 
observations can be accounted equally well by two different theories. Physicists 
are free to use either the concept of corpuscle (particle) or that of wave as a 
basic element or “brick” for constructing reality, as Einstein would put it. The 
basic Machian thesis here is that it is possible to cognitively construct several 
equally viable theories of the same set of phenomena. The psychologist George 
Kelly (1955) has christened this thesis the “principle of constructive alternativ- 
ism” (p. 15). It states that “there are always some alternative constructions 
available to choose among in dealing with the world” (Kelly, 1955, p. 15). This 
principle clearly militates against absolutist or univocalist views of knowledge. 

In more recent times, Thomas Kuhn seemed to promote univocalism to the 
extent that he placed physics above psychology, insofar as the former has devel¬ 
oped a single, common “paradigm ” — perhaps with the exception of corpuscular 
and wave theories -while the latter has a plethora oftoomany competing theories. 
Nevertheless, Kuhn recognizes that in most fields of science it is common for 
alternative theories to arise and to claim superiority over their rivals. Such 
competing theories stake a claim on the same territory marked by the same 
observations or experimental data. In such cases, according to Kuhn’s oft-quoted 
words: “Debates over theory-choice cannot be cast in a form that fully resembles 
logical or mathematical proof.,,, There is no neutral algorithm for theory-choice, 
no systematic decision procedure which, properly applied, must lead each individ¬ 
ual in the group to the same decision” (Kuhn, 1970, pp. 199-200).Kuhn’s critics 
have construed his remarks about the lack of a “neutral algorithm for theory 
choice” to be suggestive of relativism. This charge is commonly leveled not 
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only against cognitive constructivism, but also against social constructionism. We 
shall return to the problem of relativism after a brief discussion of social construc¬ 
tionism. 

The Social Construction of Reality 

The credit for popularizing the idea of the “social construction of reality” 
goes to Berger and Luckmann’s bookofthe same title. Building on the Mannheim- 
ian principles of the sociology of knowledge (Mannheim, 1929/1936) and on 
the work of the sociologist-philosopher Alfred Schutz (1967 ), the psychologist 
Piaget (1954), and many others, Berger and Luckmann (1966) developed the thesis 
that the sphere in which people live their daily lives is a socially constructed reality. 
According to the phenomenological sociology ofAlfred Schutz (1945/1968,1970), 
each human being lives in his or her “world,” meaning the totality of a specific 
sphere of experience as seen and understood by him or her at a particular time and 
under specific circumstances. Used in this sense, the words world and reality mean 
much more than the earth moving in the solar system in which humans live as 
organisms in specific geographic locales and ecological surroundings. The 
“world” in the Shutzian sense may be individually perceived and subjectively 
defined as in the case of the world fabricated by a person in his or her daydreams. 
This is the subjective reality to which the individual reacts. Each individual also 
lives in a collectively shared and consensually defined world, like the world shared 
by lovers, by followers of a religious cult, or by a community of scientists. In a 
contemporary urban society there are many relatively different worlds existing 
side by side: worlds ofpolitics, academics, chess players, amateur photographers, 
as well as a world of commerce, another of seafarers, and so on. Any given 
individual may live simultaneously, successively, alternatively, or occasionally in 
an undetermined number of such worlds. Many of these worlds are “man-made” 
and purely optional, such that one could drop in or drop out of them at will, for 
instance, as in the case of the world of philatelists that 1 sometimes participate in. 
Regardless of their negotiable, revisable, and even “artificial” nature, such cog¬ 
nitively and socially constructed worlds are “real” to the persons who participate 
in them. The existence of such worlds is rarely doubted by their residents, and their 
rules govern the members’ plans, conduct, and .emotions in daily life. 

In addition to such social worlds that we create, we also create wider symbolic 
worlds. The domain of myths, angels, gods, heaven, and hell is an example of a 
symbolic world that a religious community shares. In The Sacred Canopy, Peter L. 
Berger (1966b) describes his theory ofthe symbolic worlds. The symbolic world of 
the Tibetan Buddhists may be entirely different from that ofthe Mennonites in the 
American prairies, or from that ofthe Sunni Muslims in Afghanistan. But for each 
community, its own symbolic world is as “real” as the fields in which they grow 
food and the markets in which they shop. Scientists, too, live in symbolic worlds 



CONTEXT OF INQUIRY 


47 


defined by the Kuhnian paradigms of their speciality. However, the shared world¬ 
view of science is secular and value free; and qua scientists or academics ofvarious 
stripes, we are generally expected to keep our values and spiritual needs out of the 
business of research and teaching. Given the unwritten doctrine of the separation 
of the science on the one hand and religion and spirituality on the other, an 
undetermined number of academics fulfill their religious and spiritual needs either 
at home alone or in their respective churches. By and large, the symbolic world of 
the academe is kept insulated from the symbolic worlds ofthe various religions and 
sects. But sometimes these symbolic worlds clash, as is illustrated in occasional 
debates on creationism versus evolutionism on North American campuses. 

In the present work we will have to deal with several themes in the symbolic 
worlds ofvarious sects ofHinduism and Buddhism, since it is within their contexts 
that some ofthe most significant indigenous psychological concepts and methods 
developed in India. Certain features of these symbolic worlds could conceivably 
interfere with the understanding of indigenous Indian concepts to the extent that 
they are inconsistent with or opposed to relevant aspects of the worldview of 
natural science in general and that of other religions in particular. At any rate, there 
is adefinite connection between the self-understanding ofaperson and the socially 
constructed worlds — secular and religious, mundane and spiritual — in which he 
or she participates. In his essay, “Identity as a Problem in the Sociology of 
Knowledge,” Peter Berger (1966a) suggests that the identity of a person may be 
defined as the “location” ofaperson in a given “world,” and that one’s selfhood 
may be construed in terms of a set of statuses and positions one occupies in the 
multiple worlds in which one participates. We shall discuss the implications ofthe 
social construction of reality for self and social identity in Chapter 4. 

Constructivism, Realism, and Idealism 

Constructivism and constructive alternativism are often thought of as neces¬ 
sarily implying either idealism or relativism or both. Both of these issues deserve 
to be considered here; let us take idealism first. The terms real and ideal have 
different meanings in various ontological doctrines, and the corresponding “isms” 
have continued to generate strong passions for and against each. We need only 
consider those aspects of this issue that pertain to cognitive constructivism and 
social constructionism. In this context, realism implies the belief in a mind- 
independent world, and idealism its opposite. Against this background, the notion 
of a “constructed” reality often conveys the constructivists’ and constructionists’ 
disbelief in a mind-independent world. Although this might be true of some 
constructionists, many of the prominent constructionists of our times explicitly 
express their belief in a mind-independent world. For instance, Michael Arbib 
and Mary Hesse (1986), who have emerged as prominent advocates of construc¬ 
tionism in contemporary philosophy of science, declare that “we do not take it to 
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imply a radically nonrealist view of science” (p. 7). Jean Piaget and George Kelly, 
two of the most prominent constructionists in psychology, are both realists. Kelly 
(1955, Vol. 1) clearly states that “[w]e presume that the universe is really existing 
and that man [sic] is gradually coming to understand it” (p. 6). Kelly is opposed to 
the “traditional realism,” which insists that a man is “always the victim of 
circumstances.” According to Kelly, not only is the universe real, it may also be 
possible to describe it accurately and as a whole by means of a single unified 
scheme of science. However, no such single grand scheme has yet been invented. 
One could say that contemporary science has implicitly adopted the strategy of 
dividing the universe into an increasing number of “parts” or aspects and con¬ 
tinues generating ostensibly improved models oftheir chosen subject matter. Such 
model building may or may not eventually lead to a single body ofunified science, 
as Carnap had hoped. 

Be that as it may, to me it seems fair to say that people continue to cognitively 
construct models of the world, and that one is always free to construe the same 
object in more than one way. The processes of construction continue both within 
the “heads” ofindividuals and in conversations among individuals, and it does not 
matter whether the constructors believe in realism or idealism. Indeed, it does not 
matter whether they are even aware of the distinction between realism and 
idealism. It should not be surprising therefore if we find constructivists of a single 
school of thought divided into two branches, such that while one branch adopts a 
purely idealist position, the other does not. Such a situation is indeed obtained in 
the case oftwo branches ofthe Advaita Vedanta school, which, as I shall point out 
in Chapter 4, follows a constructivist epistemology. According to one of the 
branches of this school, which follows the Drsti-srsti viewpoint of Prakasatman 
(ca. 1200 CE), the world is considered to be a simple illusion; things are believed to 
exist only when they are perceived but dissolve when they are not. All the other 
branches of the Advaita Vedanta school, however, reject such a purely idealist 
view and accept the mind-independent existence of objects within the practical 
realityofdaily living (seeDasgupta, 1922/1975,Vol. l,pp. 478-479)Jnfact, most 
Advaita V edantists other than those of the Drsti-srsti branch are keen to repudiate 
the idealist doctrines ofthe Vijnanavada Buddhism. 

To my knowledge, none ofthe contemporary cognitive constructivists, such 
as the Piagetians and Kellyians, adopt an idealist position, but I have met at least 
one social constructionist who strongly rejected Piagetian and Kellyian cognitiv¬ 
ism, since he thought its emphasis on intraindividual cognitive processes was 
bound to lapse into solipsism. The social constructionists, he suggested, avoid such 
a danger by insisting that the cognitive processes originate from interpersonal 
communication, and thereby keep away from the solitary abyss of an individualist 
viewpoint. Although the social constructionist might thus avoid the charge of 
idealism, many ofthem from Mannheim through Berger and Luckmann to Gergen 
have often faced the charge of relativism, which deserves to be examined. 
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Absolutism, Relativism, and Pluralism 

Absolutist views ofknowledge were nurtured in the Western world in its so- 
called “modern era” by a loose alliance of several epistemic principles: the 
empiricist view ofknowledge as a copy of the real world, the rationalist views of 
the universal principles of the understanding, the logical positivist assumption of 
the viability of an ideal language of symbolic logic, and the foundationist concep¬ 
tions ofknowledge. All these principles have recently come under serious attack. 
Interestingly, the most serious attacks on foundationism have arisen from insiders 
of its very bastion: from within the camp of analytical philosophers such as Quine 
and Sellars, whom Rorty (1979) has called the “heretical followers of [Bertrand] 
Russell” (p. 167). There are of course others outside ofthe analytical camp who 
have also undermined the absolutist epistemology of logical positivism. The 
psychologist Jean Piaget, for instance, has repeatedly argued that Kurt Godel has 
conclusively shown that any formalized axiomatic system must always remain 
incomplete, and that absolutist epistemologies based on a putatively ideal logico- 
mathematical language are doomed to failure. Says Piaget (1968/1970c): “[T]he 
pyramid ofknowledge no longer rests on foundations but hangs by its vertex, an 
ideal point never reached, and, more curious, constantly rising” (p. 34). I shall 
have more to say about Piaget when I discuss the self-as-knower (Chapter 4). 

In the current, “postpositivist” era of psychology, constructionism and 
hermeneutics are emerging as two major contenders for metatheory for psychol¬ 
ogy. With this, the pendulum is swinging away from absolutism to unrestrained 
relativism. In Against Method, Paul Feyerabend (1976) has advocated nothing 
short of an epistemic anarchy. It is my impression that critics of foundationism 
such as Rorty (1979), as well as some protagonists of constructionism such as 
Gergen (1982), tend to suggest no limits to relativism, and often invoke among 
their listeners a strong emotional response as if they are being rudely awakened 
from a positivist slumber and are suddenly thrown into aFeyerabendian anarchy. 
But there seems to be no reason to put the absolutism -relativismissue in an either/ 
orfashion, and as I have suggested elsewhere (Paranjpe, 1993), there seems to be 
no need to be overly concerned about the dangers of limitless relativism. 

As far as psychology is considered, two of the prominent constructivists, 
Piaget and Kelly, oppose absolutism without advocating an unrestrained relativ¬ 
ism, and their positions are worth considering briefly here. Piaget (1968/1970-) 
views knowledge as continually progressing from “weaker” to “stronger” cogni¬ 
tive structures. His model of cognitive development points out several specific 
criteria ofthe more advanced cognitive structures - higher levels of differentia- 
tion, integration, equilibration, and so on -although to my knowledge he has not 
equally well clarified what characterizes progress to “stronger” systems ofknowl¬ 
edge as such. As noted, Kelly’s principle of constructive alternativism suggests 
that there are always alternative constructions of anything we may wish to study. 
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but he also insists that “some of them are undoubtedly better than others. They are 
better from our human point of view because they support more precise and more 
accurate predictions about more events” (Kelly, 1955, pp. 14-15).He specifically 
refers to the “importance of coherence, relevance, comprehensiveness, parsi¬ 
mony, verifiability, rigor, and predictive efficiency in theory construction” (Kelly, 
1969, p.294). 

I have come across echoes of these Kellyian thoughts in the philosophy of 
science literature. After being criticized for presenting a relativist view of science 
in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Thomas Kuhn came up with a similar 
listofcriteria to help evaluate competing theories. In The Essential Tension, Kuhn 
(1977) says: “These five characteristics —accuracy, consistency, scope, sim¬ 
plicity, and fruitfulness -are all standard criteria for evaluating the adequacy of a 
theory” (p. 322). These are old-fashioned criteria, but the only difference is that 
Kuhn, like Kelly and Piaget, considers theories in any field to be open to construe - 
tion, rejects absolutism typical of logical positivism, and as noted, insists that 
“there is no neutral algorithm for theory-choice” (Kuhn, 1970, p. 200). I take the 
list of acceptable criteria for theory choice to mean first, that there is limit to 
relativism -notjust anything will go since there are limited number of criteria for 
choice- and second, that their application requires discretion. 

Absolutism versus relativism is one ofthe actively debated issues in contem¬ 
porary philosophy ofscience (e.g., Barnes &Bloor, 1982; Hollis &Lukes, 1982; 
Geertz, 1984; Bernstein, 1988; Krausz, 1989; Rorty, 1991). It is not necessary to 
examine the issue here in great detail. Within the field of studies ofperson, self, and 
identity to be discussed in this volume, there exists a wide array of different 
perspectives, and it is necessary for me to indicate how I would deal with this 
diversity. As indicated earlier, I think that absolutist and univocal positions are 
neither desirable nor viable, for their adoption opens the gates for ignoring or 
even trying to suppress alternatives. Although the number of alternative perspec¬ 
tives is large, they are not so large that the situation becomes chaotic. Plus, as 
indicated, one must use discretion as appropriate to the issues being studied and the 
goals of the study. 

One of the basic points I wish to make in the following chapter is that per¬ 
sons are not things that can be studied as objects completely governed by universal 
and eternal laws statable in absolutist and univocalist terms. The goal of “predic¬ 
tion and control,” highly valued during the heyday of behaviorism, implied the 
objectification of persons by psychologists who assigned themselves the right to 
control others. This goal as well as the methods appropriate within its contexts are 
in many ways inappropriate for the study of persons, selves, and their identity. If 
human beings are understood to be meaning makers capable of pursuing distinct, 
self-defined goals, then we need approaches that are appropriate to this under¬ 
standing ofhumans. Habermas’s (1968/1971)emphasis onknowledge as serving 
multiple human interests, including “emancipation,” makes sense in this context. 
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Such aperspective has been very much a minority perspective in Western psychol¬ 
ogy so far. An important point in taking a cross-cultural look is to recognize the 
radically different conceptions ofknowledge across cultures. I hope to be able to 
show that traditional Indian systems such as Yoga and Vedanta approach issues 
pertaining to personhood, selfhood, and identity in ways significantly different 
from those common in the West. They also conceive ofself-transformation in light 
of goals and values not stressed in the West. The diversity of goals such as self- 
actualization, positive mental health, self-realization, and the like demand and 
justify many alternative ways to seek and apply psychological knowledge. More¬ 
over, in light of the principle of constructive altemativism discussed earlier, it is 
possible to construe the same object in more than one way, many or all of which 
may equally satisfy common criteria such as validity, accuracy, coherence, effi¬ 
cacy, and the like. Finally, pluralism has been the spirit ofthe Indian perspective 
for ages. The ancient Vedas suggest: Truth is one, but wise persons describe it 
differently [ekam sadvipra bahudha vadanti (Rg Veda, 1, 164, 46)]. 


Notes 


1. There are numerous texts-just over 100-that often have been included under the category “Upa- 
nisad.” About a dozen or so of these have been considered “principal,” owing to their penetrating 
analysis of important issues. These more important Upanisads are among the oldest. They are 
believed to have been composed around 1500-600BC For an English translation ofthe principal 
Upanisads, see R. E. Hume (1931). For the present purpose I have relied on the Sanskrit text edited 
by V. P. Limaye and R. D. Vadekar (1958). 

2. I have borrowed this metaphor from Gregory Bateson (1979, pp. 69-70).I am grateful to Ross 
Powell for bringing it to my attention. 

3. In a footnote to her article, Abu-Lughod (1991, p. 161) ascribes the origin ofthe term “halfie” to a 
personal communication from the anthropologist Kirin Narayan, who has explained her views on 
this matter in a later publication (Narayan, 1993). 

4. This view of perpetual progress stands in sharp contrast with the age-old Indian view of history, 
where civilization moves from its original pristine state or the Age of Truth (satya yuga) to 
successive stages of deterioration before being restored to a golden age. Also, in sharp contrast to 
the linear^ iew oftime common in the West, a cyclical view oftime has prevailed in India, such that 
creation was believed to be followed by phases of evolution and dissolution, only to start a the 
process or creation again and to continue in cycles. For an account ofthe traditional Indian view of 
time, see M. Deshpande (1979). 

5. For a discussion ofthe implications for psychology ofthe history of conflict between science and 
the Church since the 17th century, see Paranjpe (1984, pp. 17—32). 

6. See Plato’s Republic (1941), Chapter XIII. 

7. The connection between Plotinus’s ideas and Indian thought has been the topic of a conference. For 
papers submitted at this conference, see Harris (1982). 

8. The idea of progress appears now to have spread well beyond Europe and is often reflected in the 
way in which ordinary people expect a pay raise and better and more of everything in life, year after 
year. It is being increasingly realized in recent years, however, that given the vast exploitation and 
rapid depletion of natural resources, expectations about perpetual progress are not only unsustain- 
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able, but are also most probably leading humankind to an irreversible ecological ruin. But during 
the 19th century, when Europeans had discovered vast and relatively empty continents open to 
colonizing, perpetual progress could not have been perceived as unaffordable. 

9. The Hindu triad of gods involves Brahma, Visnu, and Mahesa respectively, symbolizing the forces 
of creation, sustenance, and destruction ofthe universe. Their consorts are, respectively, Sarasvati, 
Laksml^ and ParvatT 

10. In Central Philosophy ofBuddhism, T. R. V. Murti (1960, p. 117, footnote) names Bhaskara among 
non-Advaita Vedatins who accused Sankara as being a Buddhist in disguise. 

11. The words quoted here are an English paraphrase by Halbfass (198111988,p. 189) of the following 
original words in Sanskrit: “kaiscid eva mlecchadibhir manusyapasadaih pasuprayaih. ” Halb- 
fass’s source is page 86 of an edition of Sankhya-tattva-kaumudi i.e., Vacaspatimisra’s commen¬ 
tary on Sankhya Karika 5, edited by S. A. Srinivasan and published in Hamburg in 1967. The 
Monier-Williams dictionary translates the termapasad as the offspring of marriages of upper-caste 
men with lower-caste women, and as outcaste. The Webster’s dictionary defines “scum” as refuse, 
or lowest class. There is no reason to quibble over the translation; the contempt for foreigners 
expressed by a noted scholar like Vacaspatimisra is obvious. 

12. Professor Bhattacharyya’s (1954) lecture was delivered in October 1931, atChandemagore. Its text 
was recovered from his unpublished writings and published in the Visvabharati Quarterly. 

13. In his article on logical positivism in the Encyclopedia ofPhilosophy John Passmore (1967) said: 
“Logical positivism, then, is dead, or as dead as a philosophical movement ever becomes” (p. 56). 

14. In Knowledge and Error, Mach (1905/1976, p. 17) says: “Sensations, being both physical and 
mental, form the basis of all mental experience.” In Space and Geometry (1901-1903/1960, p. 39) 
he says: “In the higher stages, attention is directed, not to space-sensations alone, but to those 
intricate and intimate complexes of other sensations with space-sensations which we call bodies” 
(emphasis original). 

15. See Popper (1945/1967, Vol. 2, pp. 212-223). 

16. For a discussion ofthe issue ofrelativism, see Barnes and Bloor (1982), Hollis and Lukes (1982), 
Geertz (1984), Bernstein (1988), Krausz (1989), and Rorty (1991). 

17. For a detailed discussion ofthe origins and implications of Locke’s notion of the mind as a tabula 
rasa, see Petryszak (1981). 

18. In Critique ofPure Reason, Kant (A:51; B:75; 1781/1966,p. 45) said: “Thoughts without content 
are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind.” 

19. I have borrowed this interpretation of Fregean logic — that the rules for connecting symbols 
suggested in his form of logic or “pure” language would reflect the structure ofthe universe it was 
designed to represent — from W. T. Jones’s History of Western Philosophy (1969,2nd ed., Vol. 5, p. 
154). 

20. AUadhita visayakarantahkaranavrttirhiprarria ityucyate. Madhustidana Sarasvati (n.d./1928) in 
Siddhantabindu (p. 21). 

21. For a useful discussion of these issues with particular reference to psychology, see Laurence D. 
Smith (1986, pp. 43-46). 

22. In the case of self-understanding, it is only claims pertaining to the “social self’ that may have to 
be justified to a community, not of scientists, but of “significant others” appropriate for the self in a 
given social situation. However, certain other aspects ofthe selfhood, such as pain, fear of death, or 
“existential despair,” may belong to the inner solitude inaccessible to anyone else. Kurt Baier 
(1962) speaks forcefully in support of this principle, asserting that the final epistemic authority 
concerning private events rests with person whose private experience they belong to. 

23. I am borrowing this phrase from T. H. Leahey’s textbook ofthe history ofpsychology (1987, p. 25). 
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Person, Self, and Identity 


The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the concepts of person, self, and identity. 
These concepts have a long history and are often used with diverse and sometimes 
even contradictory meanings. Nevertheless, they are at the core ofour conceptions 
of what it means to be a human being, and their varied conceptions reflect some of 
our highest ideals and aspirations. Throughout the history of both Western and 
Indian thought, the concept of self has had its strong advocates as well as staunch 
critics. The main points in the dialectical positions for and against the self will be 
examined later in this chapter. Before turning to this discussion, it is necessary to 
consider the concepts ofperson and personality, which provide the natural context 
and home for the varied conceptions of selfhood. 


Person and Personality 

Over a century haspassedsinceT rendelenberg (1870/1910) wrote an authori - 
tative account of the historical roots of the concepts ofperson and personality. In 
revisiting thathistory halfacentury ago, Marcel Mauss (1938/1985),awell-known 
anthropologist, noted that the concept of person (personne in French) “slowly 
developed over many centuries and through numerous vicissitudes” (p. 1). Mauss 
also pointed out how similar or equivalent concepts are found in many cultures 
around the world, among both “primitive” and “advanced” cultures, in the East as 
well as the West. The concept ofperson and its cognate, the self, have been shown 
to be variously influenced by medieval Christian thought (Moms, 1972/1987),by 
the European Enlightenment (Baumeister, 1986; Trendelenberg, 1870/1910),and 
by the rise of commerce and capitalism in modem Europe (Broughton, 1986). 
Recently, while commenting on Mauss’s seminal essay, Carrithers (1985) has 
offered an alternate social history of the concept of self with a focus on its 
development in Buddhist thought in India. In the following pages, I shall first 
discuss the development ofthe concepts ofperson and selfin Western thought in 


53 



54 


CHAPTER 2 


light of the above-mentioned accounts before turning to parallel trends in Indian 
thought. 

Although the terms person andpersonality are commonly used as synonyms, 
they have nevertheless acquired different meanings. While person connotes a 
human being with rights and duties, personality suggests distinct individuality. 
According to Trendelenberg (1870/1910), both meanings can be etymologically 
traced to the Latin root persona and to Green roots prosopeion, meaning mask, or 
prosopon, meaning face. The idea ofpersonality as distinct individuality probably 
derives from the Roman adaptation ofthe Greek tradition ofusing masks in drama. 
It conveys the outer appearance of an individual, suggested by masks that hide the 
wearer’s face. The reliance in contemporary psychology on externally observable 
behaviors for the sake ofthe measurement ofpersonality makes sense against this 
background. The concept ofpersonality also conveys a unity of character that lies 
“beneath the mask” (Monte, 1995), or common characteristics ofone and the same 
individual playing different roles in different situations. This implies that person¬ 
ality refers to persistent features, or traits, of an individual that manifest across 
time and space. 

It is necessary to sharply distinguish between person as an individual with 
rights and duties and personality as individuality, since the latter carries few, if 
any, of the ethicolegal implications of the former. It is my impression that, in the 
mainstream ofcontemporary psychology, there is an overemphasis on personality 
to the relative neglect of the ethicolegal significance of personhood. In the 
remainder of this section, 1 shall try to sketch the development of the concept of 
personhood in Western thought and identify parallel trends in Indian thought. 

The Concept of Person in the Intellectual Social History 
of the West 

The idea that human beings are not merely things or physical objects but 
something more is quite ancient. In ancient Greece, human beings were thought of 
as being capable of pleasure and pain, happiness and misery, as well as virtue and 
vice. Aristotle elaborates this idea in Nicomchean Ethics. One of the central 
points in this work is that an individual could be praised and blamed for only 
voluntary actions, not for involuntary movements. Aristotle distinguished between 
an individual being moved by his or her own initiative, i.e., by will or “final 
cause,” as opposed to being moved by an external force or “efficient cause,” such 
as a charging animal or a moving vehicle. In other words, human beings are, above 
all, moral agents open to praise or blame or other rewards and punishments for 
what they choose to do. The Stoics are said to have followed this line of thought; 
they believed that only motives have moral significance, and considered perform¬ 
ing one’s duty amatter of great importance (Jones, 1969, 1975, Vol. 1, p. 331). 
According to Mauss (193 811985, p. 18),the voluntarist views andpersonal ethics of 
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the Stoics informed the Roman conceptions of the individual and the law. 
Trendelenberg quotes Gaius (110-180 CE), afamous authority onRoman Law, who 
uses the term persona to designate the rights of all human beings without distinc¬ 
tion, as opposed to things or objects that have no such rights. In ancient Rome, 
equal rights were granted only to free men, notto slaves orwomen. For millennia in 
the West, as in India, usually the term man designated persons, thus implicitly 
denying personhood to women. This gender bias in the usage of the term is 
paralleled in India by the use of the Sanskrit term purasa literally meaning man, 
to designate personhood. The matter of usage is not nominal; it has long reflected 
the differential privileges of men and women. For instance, as we shall see later in 
this section, in Canada, women were not considered persons by law, and hence 
were deemed ineligible to hold high public offices; this changed in 1929. 

Focus on the concept of person has often implied individualist as opposed to 
collectivist focus and value. In An Intellectual History of Psychology, Daniel 
Robinson (1976, pp. 104 —106) has shown how an important shift occurred from 
group liability implied in Greek customs to zwc/zvzV/ua/responsibility articulated in 
Roman laws. According to Greek conceptions ofjustice, it was acceptable for the 
survivors of a murdered relative to take revenge against the killer’s entire family, 
or even the entire town, thus admitting collective responsibility for the actions of 
individuals. By contrast, Roman law restricted guilt to the specific perpetrator 
without extending it to his or her relatives, descendants, or others. During the 
medieval era, when life in Europe was dominated by the social institutions ofthe 
Church, the basic principles ofChristianity retained the focus ofmoral responsibil - 
ity on the individual, continuing the influential tradition of Roman law. As noted 
by Colin Moms (1972/1987), “[a] sense ofindividual identity and value is implicit 
in belief in a God who has called each man by name, who has sought him out as a 
shepherd seeks his lost sheep” (p. 10). Accordingly, in the 4th century of the 
Christian Era, St. Augustine articulates the idea of free will, whereby on the Day 
of Judgment, God would hold each individual accountable for all actions he or she 
has freely chosen over alternatives courses available. 

During Christianity’s Reformation, individual responsibility became even 
more important, as Martin Luther challenged the Church’s authority to grant 
indulgences to rich and powerful individuals for their sins. He stressed that each 
individual must face God on the Great Day without any mediation by the Catholic 
Church. The sense ofindividual responsibility encouraged by the Protestant ethic 
has been articulated as a major factor in the development of capitalism in Europe 
(Weber, 1904/1930). At any rate, with or without the direct effect of Reforma¬ 
tion, in Europe around the turn ofthe 17th century a rapid rise of commerce and 
industry guided by the entrepreneurship of an increasingly powerful mercantile 
class began. As noted by John Broughton (1986, p. 147), the merchants, producers, 
and manufacturers in the capitalist system must experience life as self-making; 
they demand and defend individual rights in politics as they stand up in the 
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marketplace to make a fortune for themselves. Personhood as defined by individ¬ 
ual rights and responsibilities and backed by a clear sense of individual identity 
was central to the social transformation of modem Europe. 

The Articulation of Personhood During Europe’s Age 
of Enlightenment 

The Englishman John Locke was one of the most influential thinkers of the 
European Enlightenment. His contributions are particularly important in shaping 
the modem conceptions of personhood. According to Locke, 

Person ... is the name for this self.... It is a forensic term appropriating actions and their 
merit; and so belongs only to intelligent agents, capable of law, and happiness, and 
misery. This personality extends itself beyond present existence to what is past, only by 
consciousness,—whereby it becomes concerned and accountable; owns and imputes to 
itself past actions ... desiring that the selfthat is conscious should be happy. (1690/1959, 
pp. 466-467, emphasis original) 

The first thing to note here is that, according to Locke, person is a forensic term: it 
applies tojustice and the courts oflaw, and thus implies moral responsibilities and 
legal rights of an individual. Second, Locke specifies the psychological conditions 
that must be present for a person to be held responsible: 

1. That a person is “intelligent,” i.e., knowsthz rules ofconduct applicable in 
the given situation. 

2. That he or she feels happiness and misery that might result from a 
particular course of action, right or wrong. 

3. That he or she acts (i.e., is an agent) so as to be able to attain an intended 
result of his or her action. 

Elsewhere in the same section of his book, Locke clarifies that, to be held 
responsible, it is necessary to ensure that the person accused of wrongdoing is the 
same as the one who was witnessed while actually committing the alleged crime. 
In other words, the ethicolegal conception ofpersonhood is inextricably connected 
with the notion of personal identity. Says Locke: “In this personal identity is 
founded all the right andjustice of reward and punishment; happiness and misery 
being that for which every one is concerned for himself’ (1690/1959, p. 459). 

Locke’s ideas became an integral part of the thinking of such major scholars 
of the European Enlightenment as Butler, Reid, Hume, and Kant. All of these 
men clarified and elaborated the basic ideas of the Lockean view ofpersonhood. 
As we shall see later, Hume and Kant proposed radically different views on how to 
account forpersonal identity, and their lines ofthinking generated an active debate 
that continues till this date. For Immanuel Kant, arguably the most important figure 
of the Enlightenment, person is a key concept, a thing of highest value. In 
“Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals,” Kant (178Y1909) said: 
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“Beings whose existence depends not on our will but on nature’s, have ... only a 
relative value as means, and are therefore called things, rational beings, on the 
contrary, are called persons, because their very nature points them out as ends in 
themselves” (p. 46, emphasis original). In Critique of Judgment,Kant (1790/1987) 
said: “We can reduce all the powers ofthe mind, without exception, to these three: 
the cognitive power, the feeling of pleasure and displeasure, and the power of 
desire” (p.394, emphasis original). Following this, he explains in detail how moral 
as well as esthetic judgments are possible only through thejoint working ofthese 
powers. It should be clear from this that Kant affirms the Lockean idea that 
cognition, affect, and conation constitute the basic psychological conditions of 
personhood. 

The influence of Locke’s ideas of personhood was not restricted either to 
philosophy or to Europe; they shaped political, legal, and social life well beyond 
the European continent. In Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, 
Bernard Bailyn (1967) notes that in “pamphlet after pamphlet American writers 
cited Locke on natural rights” (p. 27). InA Histoiy ofWestern Philosophy, W. T. 
Jones (1969) says: “The spirit of the Declaration oflndependence, the Constitu¬ 
tion, and the Bill of Rights was thoroughly Lockian; indeed, the American political 
ideal today is still the Lockian state” (Vol. 3,p.279). Carrithers, Collins, andLukes 
(1985, p. viii) have observed (and rightly so, in my opinion) that the ethicolegal 
conception ofpersonhood has become the cornerstone of modem political, social, 
and legal institutions in Western societies. Indeed, the idea ofpersons as individ¬ 
uals with human rights is central to liberal democracies around the world today. 
The declaration of human rights by the United Nations is a reflection of the 
worldwide influence of an ethicolegal conception ofpersonhood. Many ofus today 
strive to enshrine individual rights in constitutions, seek to clarify each individ¬ 
ual’s responsibilities in local, national, and international institutions, and try to 
protect human rights in every comer of the world, wherever they might be in 
danger. 

The Variable Boundaries of Personhood 

Although the term person normally applies only to human beings, its legal 
definition includes corporations that are endowed with rights and duties like those 
of individual citizens. The Oxford English Dictionary notes that such usage of 
the term was in vogue in the English language as early as in the mid- 15th century, 
i.e., a long time before Locke. Over the centuries, with the rise ofworldwide trade 
and commerce, such a broad conception of personhood has become widespread 
and well entrenched, regulating and ensuring the rights of individuals, corpora¬ 
tions, and governments at all levels. Corporations, like persons, are given rights to 
own property and to conduct industrial and commercial activities and are also 
expected to pay taxes and to make amends for injuries or damages resulting from 
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their activities. The sprawling growth of multinational corporations in today’s 
world is suggestive ofthe acceptance ofthe rights of corporations to do business in 
nearly every country. While on the one hand rights and duties are thus assigned to 
artificial entities like corporations, they are, on the other hand, denied to innumer¬ 
able human beings. As noted, in ancient Rome all free men were supposed to have 
equal rights, but slaves and women were not. Similarly, during the late 18th cen¬ 
tury when the American Constitution was framed, rights to liberty and equality 
were extended only to white men. The aboriginal peoples had neither the obliga¬ 
tion to pay taxes nor the privilege to vote. Most African Americans, who were then 
called Negroes, could not own property; as slaves, they were themselves owned 
and treated like chattel or any other type ofproperty. Indeed, it is interesting to see 
how the personhood of negroes was viewed during the American constitutional 
debates, for it points to an important aspect of the way in which rights and duties of 
human beings are sometimes treated. 

In 1787, as American politicians sat down to negotiate the rules of election 
ofrepresentatives for the new House of Congress, the southerners realized that the 
more populous northern states would send a greater number of representatives, 
and thus wield more power. To offset that advantage, the southern states tried to use 
the large number of slaves on their farms to their own advantage. After consider¬ 
able bargaining, they came up with a compromise. Section 2 of Article I of the 
original US Constitution read: “Representatives ,,. shall be apportioned among 
the several States ... according to their Numbers, which shall be determined by 
adding to the whole Number of free Persons ... excluding Indians not taxed, and 
three fifths of all other Persons.” The records of constitutional debates (Hunt & 
Scott, 1920) clarify that the number of “free men” meant the “number of white 
inhabitants” (p. 243).'The idea of “three fifths of all other Persons” makes it 
appear as if personhood was considered to be measurable in exact fractions, and 
that it was actually granted to non whites in some form of fractional voting rights. 
In fact, no slaves were allowed to vote either fully or partly; it is just that white 
southern politicians grabbed some additional power in proportion to the number of 
slaves in their states. The “three fifths” rule was repealed by the Fourteenth 
Amendment ofthe US Constitution in 1868. At any rate, this episode in American 
history illustrates the ways in which the concept of person has been open to 
interpretation in various ways. An example from the history of 20th-century 
Canada will illustrate a different variety of the twists and turns in the continual 
redefinition of the concept. 

In 1927, the Governor General of Canada nominated a woman, Henrietta 
Muir Edwards, to the country’s Senate. Given the historical incapacity of women 
to hold office under the traditional British common law, this appointment was 
blocked. In response, Edwards and her suffragette friends contested the decision 
in the courts in a famous lawsuit that has come to be known as the “Persons 
Case.”2The Supreme Court ofCanada ruled in 1928 that women were not persons 
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and were therefore ineligible to hold public office. During the following year, this 
judgment was reversed by the judicial Committee of the Privy Council (see 
Edwards v. Attorney General ofCanada, in Western WeeklvReports, 1929, Vol. 3, 
pp. 479-495), saying that “the exclusion ofwomen from all public offices is a relic 
of days more barbarous than ours” (p. 481), thereby clearing the way for the 
appointment ofits first woman nominee to the Canadian senate. This is a small but 
important vignette from the long and arduous history of women’s continuing 
struggle for equal rights. Regardless ofthe gains made recently by the international 
feminist movement, women in major parts of the world from Japan through the 
Islamic countries are still treated as if they were not persons. 

The idea of fractionation or quantification ofpersonhood suggested by three- 
fifths rule would seem odd indeed. Nevertheless, to the extent that personhood is 
a matter of rights and duties, it is a matter of degree rather than all or nothing. 
Rights and duties are not assigned to a human being suddenly and in full at birth, 
nor do they disappear completely upon death. Rights and duties accrue gradually 
with the maturation ofthe individual to “adulthood,” which is defined differently 
in different places and times. Various markers of adulthood, such as the age of 
eligibility to vote or get married, or the age at which one is held fully responsible 
and must face criminal charges in adult court, are arbitrarily set and continually 
revised. With old age, rights such as right to work, as well as responsibilities such 
as paying taxes or fees at the full adult rate, diminish in many societies. The time 
when a growing fetus becomes a person is far less precisely defined than the age of 
granting of adult status. Is abortion in the third trimester of pregnancy any more 
serious a crime than taking a “day after” pill to get rid of the zygote that might 
have been conceived during the previous night? Such dilemmas are at the basis of 
the hot debate currently raging between the advocates ofprochoice versus prolife 
viewpoints. They illustrate the complexities of the varied processes whereby a 
speck of protoplasm becomes a “person” with rights, including the most funda¬ 
mental right to a life of some sort. The rights of persons do not disappear suddenly 
at death either. Consider, for instance, the passions aroused by bone fragments 
found at a spot believed to be a community’s burial site in ancient times. Anyone, 
whether or not a biological successor of the ancients, might legitimately demand 
that the remains of ancient human bodies deserve to be treated with dignity-the 
kind of dignity that any living human being at any time should deserve. 

The Constructed Nature, Variability, and Comparability 
of Conceptions of Personhood 

The point of the discussion in this chapter so far should be clear: An indi¬ 
vidual’s rights and duties expand and contract across cultures, over centuries, and 
even within the course of a life cycle. The rights and duties associated with 
personhood are not fixed; they change — grow or shrink — with the community’s 
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changing ethos in the course ofhistory. Thus, personhood, insofar as it is a matter 
of individuals’ rights and duties, is socially constructed and is continually recon¬ 
structed. In recent years, some anthropologists and cultural psychologists have 
started to show how personhood is constructed differently in different cultures 
(e.g.. Miller, 1991). Ifpersonhood is socially constructed, then it is reasonable to 
expect that concepts of personhood should vary from culture to culture as they do 
from time to time within the same culture. It should be no surprise that some 
anthropologists have noted the distinctive features of the conception of person¬ 
hood in the West. Thus, the anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1975) asserted that 


the Western conception of person as a bounded, unique, more or less integrated 
motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic center of awareness, emotion, judg¬ 
ment, and action organized into a distinctive whole and set contrastively against such 
wholes and against a social and natural background is, however incorrigible it may seem 
to us, a rather peculiar idea within the context of the world’s cultures, (p. 48) 


Geertz’s observations confirm my observations mentioned earlier that in the 
intellectual history ofthe West, personhood is conceived ofin an individualist way, 
and that cognition, emotion, and action are considered to be its central features. But 
are these features ofWestem conceptions ofpersonhood so peculiar and unique as 
to stand out in such sharp contrast against the backdrop of cultures across the 
world? 1 am not a cultural anthropologist and I do not have either broad knowl¬ 
edge of world cultures comparable to experienced anthropologists like Geertz or 
cross-cultural empirical data to assess the universality or relativity of conceptions 
ofpersonhood like those presented by Shweder andBourne (1984). However, from 
my understanding of Indian and Western cultures, it is my impression that the 
specific features ofthe Western conception ofpersonhood noted by Geertz are not 
so unique to the Western world as he makes them appear. 

If conceptions of personhood were highly unique, then comparing them 
would be as unreasonable as comparing “apples and oranges,” as the expression 
goes. Indeed, I would like to show that the traditional Indian conception ofperson¬ 
hood shares many ofthe prominent features ofthe Western concept ofpersonhood 
noted by Geertz, namely its individualist character and the central place it gives to 
cognition, feeling, and action. Certainly there are many ways in which changing 
Indian and Western conceptions of personhood have been different from one 
another. Nevertheless, it is my impression that in being strongly individualist and 
in having a central place for cognition, affect, and conation, there is a sufficient 
enough degree of comparability in traditional Indian and Western conceptions of 
personhood to warrant their meaningful comparison. In the following section, I 
hope to point out that such features stand out in the classical accounts ofperson¬ 
hood in the intellectual history of India. 

There is no single Indian concept that can be cited as an exact equivalent of 
either persona in Latin, person in English, or personne in French, but the Sanskrit 
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term purusa, literally meaning man, can be said to be its closest equivalent. Such 
approximate matching should hardly be surprising because different languages 
represent the same world in different ways — like different maps of the same 
territory using different legends. Even as Geertz has noted certain peculiarities of 
the Western conception ofpersonhood, other scholars have suggested that East- 
West differences in conceptions of personhood are basic and substantial. For 
instance, in his book on the discovery of the individual in medieval Europe, Colin 
Morris 1972/1987) has suggested that the “Asiatic and Eastern tradition of thought 
has set much less store by the individual than the West has done" (p. 2). InMoms’s 
view, the value placed on the individual, reflected in Kant' s dictum that a man must 
be treated as an end and never as means, is the cornerstone of European ethics. This 
form ofindividualism, he claims, is distinctively a Western value, which is absent 
in the East. In my earlier work (Paranjpe, 1984, pp. 71 —78) J have argued that the 
Indian conception of personhood is also individualistic, except that it manifests 
a different kind ofindividualism. To put it simply, while in the West the emphasis is 
generally on the individual rights in the sociopolitical sphere, in the Indian 
tradition the emphasis is on the individual’s obligations and status in the ethical 
and spiritual domains. In the indigenous religious and spiritual traditions of 
India, the individual is held responsible for the consequences ofhis or her actions, 
and spiritual development is not possible except by one’s own effort and self- 
realization. 

Individualism is of course a highly controversial issue. On the positive side, 
individualism implies robust self-reliance, the idea of the inalienable right and 
inescapable obligation ofthe individual to act according to one’s conscience and 
the courage to stand up against the oppression of an errant authority or a mindless 
mob. On the negative side, individualism is often laced with noxious self-serving, 
greed, and socially destructive self-interest. This kind of individualism has been 
despised by many, and rightly so in my opinion. There is also another, epistemic 
variety ofindividualism that sees knowledge as grounded in subjective experience, 
and this invokes a different type of fea r - the desolate fear of Berkeleyan solips - 
ism. It is not my purpose here to either defend or criticize individualism, for I am 
aware ofboth its positive and negative sides. In the present work, I shall try to steer 
clear of the varied concerns over the conceptualization of individualism versus 
collectivism in contemporary cross-culturalpsychology (e.g.,Triandis, 1990),and 
also avoid discussing the issue of whether the person as conceived in the Indian 
culture is an individual or a “dividual” (Marriott, 1976; Potter, 1980). My main 
concern here is whether or not there is, in the Indian culture, an ethicolegal 
conception ofpersonhood that posits the individual as the basis ofmoral and legal 
concerns. As I shall presently try to show, in the intellectual and cultural tradition 
of India, the individual rather than the group has been the focus ofmoral responsi¬ 
bility for ages, regardless ofthe fact that individual rights have long been closely 
tied to the category or caste assigned by birth. 
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Personhood in the Cultural and Intellectual History of India 

The concept of personhood is inextricably intertwined with conceptions of 
broader entities such as the state, law, religion, and cosmic order in which it is 
embedded. In the Indian context, unlike anything in the West, the most relevant 
aspect of the culture in regard to personhood is dharma a Sanskrit term with many 
varied meanings such as law, religion, duty, or simply qualities and properties of 
persons and things. Ofthe many meanings of dharma, its ethicolegal conception as 
duty or rules of conduct is the most relevant here. The most authoritative work on 
this topic is P. V. Kane’s (1930-1977)multivolume History ophamidstra, i.e., 
the history ofthe science ofdharma. In it Kane defines dharma as “the privileges, 
duties and obligations of a man [sic], his standard of conduct as a member of the 
Aryan community, as a member of one of the castes, as a person in a particular 
stage of life” (1968, Vol. 1, p. 3). It is important to note here that first of all the 
dharma pertained to the Aryan community; indeed, it clearly excluded the aliens, 
called the mlecchas just as the American concept of personhood excluded the 
nonwhite people. Second, its focus was on men rather than women; in Sanskrit, as 
in English, the primary term for personhood has been purusa meaning man, and 
such usage conveys the privileged status of men and the lack thereof for women. 
Third, in India as elsewhere, rights and duties were defined separately for various 
segments of the society divided by age and social category or “caste.” In the 
context of the Hindu dharma, caste implies varna, or one the four social 
categories -the priests (brahmaya), warriors (ksatriya), traders (vaisya), and arti¬ 
sans (sudra) The stages oflife as conventionally defined are the four asramas: first, 
a period ofyouth devoted to learning (brahmucarya); second, adulthood in which 
one plays householder (grhastha); third, late adulthood of a semiretired elder 
(vanaprashtha); and fourth, old age in which one becomes a renunciative senior 
citizen (samnydsa). This aspect ofdharma has been conventionally designated as 
the varnasrama dharma. 

It is well recognized in the literature that when compared with the Western 
tradition, the Hindu tradition emphasized duties ofthe individual more than rights 
(Sathe, 1967; Talghatti, 1974). According to this tradition, apurusa (orman) is 
enjoined to pursue four major goals in life: (1) conducting one’s duties as pre¬ 
scribed forthe person’s caste and station in life (dharma), (2) the pursuit ofwealth 
(artha), (3) the fulfillment of one’s (legitimate) desires (Hama), and (4) the 
attainment ofrelease (moksa) from the cycle of birth and death. In the millennial 
history of India prior to its modernization under the British rule, privileges and 
duties ofpersons were generally not defined by legislative or administrative bodies 
as in Europe. Rather, rules ofconduct were codified by scholars in texts such as the 
dharmasutras of Gautama, Apastamba, and Vasistha (ca. 500-300BCE), and in 
various codes ofsmrtis like those ofManuand Yajnavalkya (ca. 200BCE-300CE). 
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Such scholars in law and jurisprudence were guided by (l)the ancient scriptures 
called the Vedas or srutis in which truth was supposed to have been revealed to the 
sages, (2) the philosophical exposition of the scriptural doctrines in systems such 
as Mimamsa Sarikhya and so on, as well as (3) the prevailing customs of their 
era. Regardless of their apparently “religious” background, these codes were not 
backed by institutions like the church or by any ecclesiastical authorities similar to 
the bishops or the Pope. The implementation was left to the king, whose enforce¬ 
ment authorities were guided by the codes prevalent in their region and era as 
elucidated by the smrtis. Unlike the truths revealed in the scriptures, which were 
considered eternal, the codes ofconduct described in the smrtis were assumed to be 
subject to variation across time and region. Over the millennia, hundreds of 
interpretative essays (nibandhas) were composed; some 40 interpretive essays 
have been counted on the single topic of the adoption of children, and many more 
on other topics. 

As noted, from the earliest times various rights and duties were extended only 
to the Arya community, and within its boundaries they were distributed differen¬ 
tially among fourfold divisions by varna or caste, and asramas, or stages of the 
life cycle. Historical accounts of the Hindu society cast doubts as to whether such 
clear-cut divisions actually existed in any era. It is fairly clear, however, that except 
for very rare instances, caste membership was determined entirely by birth, which 
in turn determined occupation and the resulting socioeconomic status of the 
individual. While the two upper castes were accorded rights to initiation and the 
privilege to learn the scriptures, the same were denied to the lower castes and to all 
women. In addition to the four v«r«acategories, a fifth category (panacamavarna) 
was added during some unknown era. Its members were forced to live outside the 
village boundaries, were denied many of the basic human rights, such as access to 
water, and were treated with the worst form ofindignities, such as untouchability. 
The practice of untouchability and other forms of discrimination have been 
abolished since 1950, according to the Constitution ofindependent India that was 
framed, among others, by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, himself an ex-untouchable. 

The age-old system ofinequities is strongly and widely repudiated in contem¬ 
porary India; only an insignificant minority dares to openly affirm the ancient code 
ofth e Manusmrti. Indeed, in the past few years, the term manuvada or manuism is 
becoming a political swear word used to denigrate various conservative parties. 
Along with many other parts of the world, India is slowly marching toward an 
egalitarian social system. Reverse discrimination and reserved quotas for the 
historically underprivileged sections ofthe communities in legislative bodies and 
institutes ofhigher education are prominent among the measures adopted to help 
restore social justice. The uneven distribution of rights is a persistent and wide¬ 
spread irritant that most of us would want to wish out of existence. The issue of 
how to establish equality and justice in the world, however important, is beyond 
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the scope of the present work. The issue that I wish to focus on here is the 
psychology of personhood, which is a necessary precondition for individual 
responsibility under any system of rights and duties. 

The Individual as the Basis of Action and Its Consequences 
as Viewed in Indian Thought 

Regardless ofthe regional, communal, and temporal variations in the concep¬ 
tions ofrights and duties, and ofright and wrong, in the intellectual history oflndia 
there arose a worldview in whichjustice was supposed to be preserved by a moral 
order governed by a cosmic law. This conception of lawfulness ofthe universe has 
come to be known as the “Law of Karma.” This law is conceived as a cosmic 
principle whereby each person must inevitably face appropriate consequences for 
all of his or her actions, whether good, bad, or indifferent. The Indian view of 
personhood is inextricably tied to a belief in a moral order defined by the Law of 
Karma. Belief in such a law is nearly universal throughout the known history of 
India; except for the small minority of the “materialist” Lokayata school of 
thought, it is shared by most orthodox as well as unorthodox schools of Indian 
thought. Indeed, its influence extends to most Hindus, Jains, and Buddhists, and it 
is widespread even outside the Indian subcontinent wherever Buddhism has 
extended its influence. We shall later discuss the Law ofKarma in some detail, first 
as part ofthe Advaita Vedantic view ofperson, self, and identity in the next chapter, 
and then again in Chapter 6 in connection with its implications for the concept of 
self-as-agent. Here, it will be useful to see how in his HistoryofDharmasastra, P. 
V. Kane traces the historical roots ofthe individualistic notion ofpersonhood and 
responsibility in the context of the Law of Karma. 

Kane traces the origins of the concept of individual responsibility to the 
most ancient writings ofthe Indian tradition, namely theRg Vedc( 6.86.9, where 
the sage Vassistha prays: “May we not have to suffer for the sin committed 
by another.”3 “The strict doctrine of Karma would require,” says Kane, “that 
there can be no transfer of good or bad karma from one man [sic] to another and a 
man cannot suffer for the sins of others.” In support of this conclusion, he quotes 
the following statement from epic Mahabharata which crisply articulates the 
point: “Whatever deed a man does, whether holy or very unholy (terrible), the 
consequences ofthat are experienced by the doer alone, what have the relatives to 
do with that [?]”4(Kane, 1968, Vol. 5, pt. 2,p. 1595). Kane goes on to discuss afew 
apparent exceptions to this “individualist” principle in the vast literature on 
dharma Such instances, he says, are “not meant to be taken literally” (p. 1596); 
they arejust ways ofimpressing on the kings or the householders the importance of 
the duties of their respective roles. 

Recently, Rama Rao Pappu (1987) has noted some exceptions to the thesis 
that karma is necessarily individual, nontransferable, and inexorable. But such 
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instances are rare. Indeed, in Indian thought, God has been believed to be a mere 
overseer of the proper functioning of the Law of Karma (karmadhyaksa) and is 
powerless to interfere with its invincible operation. The Svetdsvatara Upanisad 
(6.11 (describes God as a mere witness (saksin) not an agent. In the Bhagavad-GTta 
(6.5), Lord Krsna asks Arjuna to recognize that aperson alone is his own friend as 
well as enemy, and exhorts him to uplift himself by his own effort rather than 
choosing the path ofruin. In the same vein, the Bhagavad-GTta ( 5, 14-15)asserts 
that the Lord (prabhu) does not create agency for the people, nor does he act; all- 
pervading (vibhu) he takes on the sin or merit of no one. Y et, elsewhere in the Gita" 
(18.66) the Lord seems to forsake his impartiality by offering to release Arjuna 
from all his sins. Further, the many thinkers in the devotionalist (bhakti) tradition 
acknowledge the efficacy ofGod’s grace in annulling the demerit ofHis devotees, 
which implies compromising the strict operation ofthe Law ofKarma. But the idea 
of grace has been controversial, to say the least. Tukaram a 17th-century saint- 
poet and famous devotee ofthe Lord Vithoba ofPandharpur says (in poem #2325) 
that liberation (moksa) is not a gift that God could bestow on anyone whom he 
would wish to pick by his sweet will 5 (see Tukaram 1973, p. 398). 

In any case, as noted by Halbfass (1991a), “Karma is supposed to be personal, 
i.e., attached to one individual being or life process” (p. 299). It is hard to find clear 
instances in the Indian tradition where shared or collective merit or demerit is 
accepted. Although members ofa caste collectively share certain privileges as well 
as the lack thereof, these are considered but rewards or punishments ofa person’s 
own merit and demerit, respectively. That individuals are thereby induced to re¬ 
sign themselves to a life of lower social status and lack of privileges due to their 
own past actions is patently contrary to the egalitarian values of our era. Without 
trying in any way tojustify this implication, it should be nevertheless clear that, by 
and large, the traditional Indian conception ofpersonhood is essentially individu¬ 
alistic. Even under the current constitution that reflects the egalitarian principles 
enshrined by its architects such as Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, the individual person 
continues to be held responsible for his or her own actions. 

Cognition, Affect, and Conation: The Psychological Conditions 
of Personhood 

An upshot of the above discussion is that in the Indian tradition, as in the 
Western, the human individual is considered to be an agent. Most clearly, an 
agentic conception of personhood has been common to the Indian and Western 
traditions regardless ofthe many differences in terms ofthe varying conceptions of 
who qualifies to be a person, what their rights and responsibilities might be, and 
howjustice could be ensured. There is another important similarity in Indian and 
Western conceptions ofpersonhood in that cognition, affect, and conation are 
accepted as psychological conditions ofpersonhood in both traditions. As noted 
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earlier, John Locke conceived of persons as having to have the capacities for 
understanding, feeling, and freedom of will, and that cognition, affect, and cona¬ 
tion were conceived of as integral aspects ofpersonhood by major thinkers of the 
Enlightenment. A similar conception appears in Indian thought since as early as 
the Upanisads. First, several Upanisads (e.g., Pras'na 4.9, Maitrt, 3.2-3) clearly 
conceive of man (purusa) or self (atman) as agent (karta) Moreover, the agentic 
individual is also simultaneously and repeatedly considered to be aknower (jnafa) 
and as one who enjoys and suffers (bhokta) in several Upanisads. 6 The tripartite 
designation of the person as one who knows, feels, and acts (jnatci, bhokta and 
karta) repeatedly appears in numerous Indian texts, including the highly influential 
Bhagavad-GTta. If any set of ideas deserves to serve as a conceptual bridge 
between Indian and Western thought, these two trilogies definitely qualify, and in 
the remainder of this volume I intend to use them as such. Moreover, as noted 
earlier in connection with our discussion of Locke’s view ofpersonhood, cogni¬ 
tion, affect, and action provide the conceptual foundation for a psychological 
model ofperson as a responsible human being. This idea needs further clarification 
at this point. 

There is a basic logical connection between the concept ofresponsibility and 
the trilogy of cognition, affect, and conation. First, let us consider cognition. The 
possession of an adequate level of cognitive capacities is obviously an essential 
condition of responsible action. For want of such capacities, a person may not 
understand the prevailing rules of conduct and may fail to grasp the difference 
between proper and improper behavior under the given conditions. A deficit in the 
cognitive capacities, whether permanent or temporary, would definitely under¬ 
mine the capacity for ethical conduct. For instance, a mentally challenged or 
intellectually “retarded” person, who may have never developed cognitive capaci¬ 
ties necessary for comprehending the terms and conditions of a complex contract, 
cannot be expected to enter into a complex contract, nor can he or she be held 
responsible for abiding by its conditions. In a similar vein, one who has tempo¬ 
rarily lost the use of normal cognitive capabilities under special circumstances, 
such as being dazed by drugs or being in a place where the local language is not 
understood, cannot be expected to behave responsibly as he or she would be under 
normal circumstances. 

Second, the capacity to feel pleasure or pain is another equally important 
precondition for action in an ethicolegal context. A robot that lacks the capacity for 
pleasure and pain cannot be rewarded or punished, nor can it be held responsible 
for causing injury or loss of life. By contrast, the idea of rewarding and punishing 
animals does make sense to the extent that it is safe to believe that animals, like 
people, feel pleasure in eating or being caressed and pain when beaten or shocked. 
By the same token, it makes no sense to either feed, caress, or shock a robot to teach 
it new tricks, no matter how “intelligent” it might be. It is on the basis of the 
assumption that animals are conscious of pain and pleasure that the idea of 
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“animals’ rights” makes sense (Salt, 1892/1980);nobody talks about the right of 
robots, for we cannot even imagine that they could experience pain or pleasure. A 
reward must be pleasurable or otherwise desirable in the eyes ofthe recipient. It is 
meaningless, for instance, to reward a blind person with a color TV or a teetotaler 
with abottle ofthe finest whisky. Contrariwise, punishment would be meaningless 
if the recipient found it pleasurable or otherwise desirable. There is no point, for 
instance, in handing solitary confinement as punishment to a hermit who has 
voluntarily chosen to be a recluse. All this is simple common sense, and there 
should be no reason to belabor the point. Yet it seems necessary to say this against 
the background ofthe peculiar history ofmodem learning theory and behavioristic 
psychology where the discussion of the relationship of pain and pleasure with 
reward and punishment was generally avoided. 

Toward the end ofthe 19th century, when E. L. Thorndike stated the famous 
laws of learning, he was well aware ofthe role of pleasure and pain in reward and 
punishment. While articulating the Law of Effect to help explain the connection 
between stimulus and response, he said: “The greater the satisfaction or discom¬ 
fort, the greater the strengthening or weakening ofthe bond” (Thorndike, 1898). 
To the behaviorist Watson, however, the use of such terms as satisfaction or 
discomfort, pleasure orpain, was unacceptable, since they were unobservable, and 
hence inadmissible in the “science” ofpsychology. While commenting on Thorn¬ 
dike’s use of such terms in the 1920s, Watson (1924/1970) scoffed at them by 
referring to them as “implanted by kind fairies” (p. 206). Decades later, Skinner, 
who was keener than Watson in avoiding mentalisms and in turning psychology 
into a physical science, decided that it was neither possible nor necessary to use 
terms like pleasure, pain, and satisfaction. Trying to bypass such terms, he 
redefined reinforcement purely in terms of externally observable features of the 
behavior of organisms such as their tendency to repeat or avoid a given class of 
responses (see Skinner, 1953, pp. 81 -84).The price of such insistence on objec¬ 
tivity was the objectification of animals and the depersonalization of humans. 

While depersonalization of human beings occurs in the behaviorist model 
because the psychologist refuses to recognize the experience of feelings, it results 
in real life when the capacity to feel emotions is lost or diminished under certain 
circumstances. Indeed, several psychological studies ofthe 1960s and the early 
1970s demonstrate how the loss ofcapacity to experience appropriate emotions at 
appropriate time leads to depersonalization. Consider, for instance, one of Mil- 
gram’s famous studies ofobedience where experimental subjects placed in a group 
situation gave more severe shocks to learners for their mistakes than when the 
subject was alone; apparently the feelings of guilt for causing pain to the learner 
was diluted when distributed in a group (Milgram, 1964). Or consider individuals 
in urban crowds who seem to lose a sense of shame in not helping a person under 
attack (Latane &Darley, 1968) or in failing to stop vandalism (Zimbardo, 1970). 
In earlier times, a different, fictional variety of loss of normal feelings was 
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described by Albert Camus (1946/1967) in his novel, The Outsider. In it the hero 
does not feel sorry while sitting at his mother’s funeral, nor guilty while shooting a 
stranger at someone else’s suggestion for no good reason. Such emotional impro¬ 
priety is said to result from the condition of alienation and existential despair. A 
more common variety of misplaced or blunted emotion is found among some 
schizophrenics and psychopaths. A psychopath’s incapacity to feel guilty when 
appropriate might lead him or her first to crime and then to jail. A similar 
incapacity, when attributed to schizophrenia, might warrant therapy rather than 
incarceration. Crimes of passion are often viewed as deserving of leniency, 
because it is considered natural for a person to be unable to think clearly in 
moments of rage or extreme despair. In other words, unimpaired capacity to 
experience emotions appropriate to the situation is a necessary condition for fully 
responsible behavior. The capacity to feel emotions appropriate to the occasion is 
therefore an inalienable condition of personhood. 

Finally, conation orthe capacity to freely choose, initiate, and sustain acourse 
of action toward an intended outcome is the third indispensable precondition for a 
person to be a responsible human being. A person is held responsible only for a 
consciously intended course of action and not for the consequences ofinadvertent 
actions. Thus, a person is not held responsible for the injury of a bystander who is 
bumped when the person accidentally falls on a slippery floor or even for a death 
caused by accidentally triggering a gun. On the other hand, if a person is known to 
have intentions to hurt someone, he or she is considered culpable even ifthe actual 
consequences of the action are harmless. That is why complicity in planning a 
criminal act such as robbery or murder is thought to be worthy ofpunishment, even 
if the plans are aborted. Moreover, a person cannot be blamed for not helping 
another in crisis ifhis or her hands are tied at that time. Freedom and volition are 
undoubtedly the necessary conditions for responsible behavior. 

The Rise and Fall of Personhood and the “Trilogy of Mind” 

The processes of thinking, feeling, and volition taken together have been 
called the “trilogy of mind,” and are often equated with the mind as a whole or 
with consciousness in general. In his historical account of the trilogy of mind, 
Hilgard (1980) has shown how the trilogy of mind was articulated throughout the 
18th century in Germany and Scotland. He has noted that the Scottish school of 
“common-sense philosophers” from Thomas Reid (1710-1796)to Duglad Stew¬ 
art (1788-1856)made the trilogy ofmind a central part of a full-fledged faculty 
psychology. Influential authors such as Alexander Bain (1868) and G. E Stout 
(1899/1929)inEngland emphasized cognition, feeling, and will. Stout’s Manual of 
Psychology’ was published in 1899 andremained amost influential text for decades 
in the United Kingdom as well as India. During that era, the centrality ofthe trilogy 
forpsychology seemed natural and unchangeable. According to Hilgard (1980, p. 
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114), McDougall’s (1923) Outline of Psychology was the last maj or work featuring 
the trilogy of mind as a central topic. After that landmark, the joint treatment of 
cognition, affect, and conation rapidly declined. 

Hilgard’s authoritative account ofthe history ofthe trilogy ofthe mind says a 
lot about its rise but very little about the reasons for its decline. The only sentence 
he writes about this suggest that “... the fading ofsuch a ‘generally accepted’ view 
may have coincided with the decline of what Gordon Allport called the synoptic 
theories” (Hilgard, 1980, p. 114). I have found Hilgard’s suggestion most useful, 
for it offers important clues in understanding how and why, during the first half of 
the 20th century. North American psychology witnessed the simultaneous decline 
ofthe trilogy on the one hand and ofpersonhood on the other. Allport’s (1940) 
paper, which was cited by Hilgard in this connection, defends synoptic (i.e., 
holistic) theories as being useful in the study of personality; this was in contrast to 
the analytical ormolecularistic viewpoints recommended by Arthur Bills’ (1938) 
criticism of Allport’s (1937) pioneering work in personality. Bills’ main criticism 
was that in his account of personality, Allport had failed to adhere to the credo of 
science, which he described as empirical, mechanistic, quantitative, nomothetic, 
analytic, and as characterized by the use of operational concepts (Bills, 1938, 
p. 378). 

Allport did not disagree with this characterization ofthe scientific credo; in 
fact, he cited observations from his own historical survey ofpsychology showing 
that psychology had in fact moved in that direction over the previous half century. 
What Allport tried to argue in his own defense was that the natural science 
perspective is in fact inimical to the study ofpersonhood and he pleaded for some 
indulgence in order to accommodate such study. “Why not allow psychology as a 
science - for science is a broad and beneficent term - to be also rational, tele¬ 
ological, qualitative, idiographic, synoptic, and even nonoperational? ” asked 
Allport (1940, p. 26, emphasis original). Even a superficial examination ofthe 
terms italicized in this quote would indicate how they are essential to the study of 
personhood, and how the opposite orientation is inimical to it. 1 have discussed the 
issue elsewhere in greater detail (Paranjpe, 1991a; 1998). Here, a brief indication of 
the basic points is necessary. 

For the founding fathers of modern psychology, the main departure from 
tradition was the application ofthe natural science approach to the study ofhuman 
beings. Forbehaviorists such as Skinner, this meant following Francis Bacon, and 
replacing philosophical speculation, rationalist argumentation, and teleological 
explanation with, respectively, scientific experimentation, empirical observation, 
and causal explanation, As natural scientists, psychologists must restrict their 
investigation to external stimuli or other observable factors in the environment that 
caused a given behavior, say, trigger pulling or ingestion ofpoison, and they must 
be unconcerned with the reasons and intentions behind it. The psychologists 
should be like the physicists and biochemists, who may ascertain the precise nature 
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of the impact of a bullet or poison that must have caused a death, but who leave it 
for the coroner to decide whether the death was accidental, suicidal, or homicidal. 
After all, motives, intentions, or reasons behind an action are neutral to the 
physicochemical causes that might bring about the intended result; the impact of a 
bullet or the chemical action of a poison will lead to the same consequence 
regardless of who might have shot the bullet or fed the poison, and with what 
intention. Insofar as the scientific model restricts itself to causal analysis, it has 
little to add to the study of personhood as an ethicolegal concept. By contrast, 
notwithstanding its general affinity to the natural science model and its use of 
empirical methodology, the Piagetian approach has fashioned ways to study moral 
reasoning, thereby accommodating the ethicolegal view ofpersonhood. Ifbeing a 
person implies having intentions and translating them into action, then avoiding 
teleological explanations implies a banishing ofpersonhood. We shall return to a 
detailed discussion of the issue of teleological versus mechanistic accounts of 
behavior in Chapter 6, which is devoted to the self-as-agent. 

The quantitative and nomothetic approaches are another feature ofthe scien¬ 
tific credo that modem psychology tried to adopt. “Nomothetic” implies an 
approach designed to discover general oruniversal laws. Newton’s laws ofmotion 
and the precise quantitative methods of measuring motion of celestial and terres¬ 
trial objects are obvious examples ofthe success ofthe natural scientific approach. 
Certainly such laws apply to human bodies as well as to lunar objects, as do the 
laws of electricity that help explain the nature of electrical and magnetic potentials 
in the brain. However, human behavior is governed not only by the universal laws 
of physics and chemistry, but also by written laws passed by legislators and by 
unwritten rules of conduct that evolve in communities. What advocates of 
nomotheticism and universal generalization, from Bills (1938) through Eysenck 
(1954) to Poortinga (1993), tend to ignore is that understanding persons implies 
judging their actions in relation to socially constructed codes of conduct that vary 
from time to time and across communities. What is important in the sociolegal 
context is to see whether a particular act of a particular person conforms to local 
regulations ofthe time. This is where quantitative evaluations ofthe act matter the 
most, not quantitative measurements demonstrating their conformity to universal 
laws. As well, ethicolegal judgments pertain to particular actions of particular 
persons, such that knowing how the universal laws apply in regard to the action(s) 
in question is irrelevant. During the 1930s through the 1960s, the understanding of 
particular persons was the concern of only a minority of “personologists” such as 
Henry Murray (1938/1962), Gordon W. Allport (1946), and Robert W. White 
(1952/1966). Of the small number of personologists, Allport (1961) was often alone 
in defending the “idiographic” approach that focuses on single individuals. Many, 
like Arthur Bills and Hans Eysenck, rejected - even denigrated - such a focus on 
particular persons in the name of science. Eysenck, in particular, asserted the 
nomothetic viewpoint by invoking (albiet in a translated version) a medieval 
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scholastic dictum: “scientia nonestindividuorum, ”i.e., science does not deal with 
individual cases (see Eysenck, 1952, p. 18). In the same vein, Robert Holt (1962) 
insisted that general laws ofprobability as understood and applied by actuaries are 
good enough for the psychologist’s business ofprediction ofindividual behavior. 
Further, Holt (1962) ridiculed Allport’s appeal for understanding unique individ¬ 
uals from their own vantage point by declaring that “understanding is the subjec¬ 
tive effect arrived at by artists, not by scientists” (p. 389). 

The immense success of the natural sciences depends at least partly on their 
strategy to divide entities or phenomena to be studied into their component parts. 
This analytical approach is applied to psychology in a couple of different ways: in 
considering reflex responses or stimulus-responseunits as basic building blocks 
of behavior and in focusing on innumerable “variables” as determinants of 
behavior as psychologists routinely do. While such analytic strategies are undoubt¬ 
edly useful in their own right, their usefulness, if any, is limited in understanding 
persons in an ethicolegal sense. For, in the ethicolegal context, the conduct ofthe 
person must be placed in the broader sociocultural milieu, which warrants a 
synoptic (i.e., holistic) view ofthe person. It is my impression that the preference 
of an analytic over a synoptic view under the dominance of the scientific perspec¬ 
tive has resulted in compartmentalizing the subject matter of psychology. Thus, 
cognition, emotion, and motivation were treated as if they were separate compo¬ 
nents rather than differing aspects of the integral functioning of the person as a 
whole. Looking at the accounts of child development first from a Piagetian 
cognitive perspective and then from a Freudian psychodynamic viewpoint, one 
begins to wonder if prelogical thinking and the Oedipal complexes occur in the 
same children or in separate ones. 

The separate treatment of cognition and affect has led to the sequestering of 
cognitive psychologists from behaviorists so as to discourage their interaction. At 
the same time, the assumption of cognition and feeling as separate phenomena 
has led to the strange notion that they somehow interact. Moreover, the fractiona¬ 
tion of the trilogy of the mind has led to sterile controversies over which comes 
first, cognition or feeling, in either temporal order or in order of importance 
(Zajonc, 1980, 1984; Lazarus, 1982, 1984). The ultimate manifestation of the 
analytic approach is of course in the molecularization of the mind illustrated in 
E. B. Titchener’s (1896) fruitless search for the elements of consciousness. The 
psychologists’ flair for concocting countless “variables” to account forbehavior is 
another instance of molecularization. Now, whether the contemporary computer 
models will be able to analyze mental phenomena in terms of strings of irreducible 
1 s and Os is yet to be seen. 

The early behaviorists declared the study ofmind to be outside ofthe scope of 
the natural sciences, because the mind cannot be objectively observed. Later, the 
logical behaviorists denied the existence of the mind because it militated against 
physicalism, which they viewed rightly or wrongly as the cardinal principle of 
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science. Such an application of the tenets of science ruled out the study of the 
mind, including the mind’s trilogy. Similarly, the commitment of the scientific 
credo to value neutrality rules outpersonhood as a legitimate subject matter, since 
personhood, as an ethicolegal concept, demands the consideration of values. If 
persons are moral agents, then it is legitimate to speak of a person’s character as 
honest or dishonest, trustworthy or otherwise. Gordon Allport, widely recognized 
as the founder of the study of personality, gave serious thought to the idea of 
including “character” as a legitimate topic for study, However, he concluded that 
“Character ispersonality evaluated, andpersonality is character devalued. Since 
character is an unnecessary concept forpsychology, the term will not appear in this 
volume” (Allport, 1937, p. 52; italics original). Indeed, it is ironic that notwith¬ 
standing his deep interest in and concern for ethical issues (illustrated by his 
appointment at Harvard as a Professor of Social Ethics), Allport became an 
instrument in demoting personhood in contemporary psychology and in promoting 
“personality” in its place. 

To summarize this section, one of the side effects of the advent of the 
scientific credo in North American psychology was the dissipation ofthe trilogy of 
the mind and the banishment of personhood from its boundaries. Does it then 
follow that the restoration of personhood should also demand the rejuvenation of 
the trilogy of mind? This question demands a discussion of the ontic status of 
the trilogy of mind. 

The Ontic Status and Cross-Cultural Relevance of the Trilogy 
OFMind 

In Western thought, what offered ontic status to the mind was Cartesian 
dualism. Descartes (1641/1911, Vol. 1), who tended to equate the mind with the 
soul, the self, orthe “I,” asserted that .Iam... areal thing and really exist; but 

what thing? I have answered: a thing which thinks (p. 152)_What is a thing 

which thinks? It is a thing which doubts, understands, affirms, denies, wills, 
refuses, which also imagines and feels” (p. 153).7 Thus, Descartes included 
cognition, affect, and conation among the many processes that constitute the mind. 
Although the credit of articulating the significance of the trilogy might go legit¬ 
imately to Locke, Locke borrowed Descartes’s dualistic ontology notwithstanding 
his strong disagreements with Cartesian doctrines such as that of innate ideas. 

Explicit and strong opposition to the Cartesian dualism started in Descartes’ 
own lifetime. One of its earlier critics was Hobbes, a senior contemporary of 
Descartes, whose physical monist views have a considerable following to this day. 
However, a tacit but widespread acceptance of dualism shaped the ideas of many 
Enlightenment thinkers like Reid and Kant who elaborated the concept ofperson- 
hood and entrenched it in Western thought. It is my impression that a more 
widespread and deep-seated repudiation of Cartesian ontology began in the early 



PERSON, SELF, AND IDENTITY 


73 


decades of the 20th century with the increasing influence of the analytical phi¬ 
losophers and positivists ofvarious stripes, who opposed metaphysics of all types. 
Within this context, Gilbert Ryle’s (1949/1973)wholesale attack on the Cartesian 
model undermined the concept ofhuman agency, thereby implicitly questioning 
the notion of personhood. 

In my opinion, Ryle’s objections are inextricably connected with the notions 
of causality in general and with the idea of mental causation in particular. Since 
these issues deserve more detailed treatment, I will postpone the discussion of 
the implications of Ryle’s position to the consideration of the self-as-agent in 
Chapter 6. Here, let me suggest that supporting the notion of the trilogy of 
cognition, affect, and conation need not imply the acceptance of either Cartesian 
dualism or any other metaphysical doctrine. The trilogy may simply be considered 
to be a way of construing personhood or a way of speaking about persons. Call it a 
part ofwhat Wittgenstein (1958/1967)refers to as a “language game” ifyou will, 
or think of it as a feature of the “conversational reality” as Shotter (1993) calls it. 
Placing it in this context avoids the conceptualization of cognition, affect, and 
conation as “faculties,” and should also prevent their reification as well as 
attempts like those of the phrenologists to locate them in separate areas of the 
brain. If, as suggested, persons are part of the socially constructed world, then 
thinking, feeling, and willing could also be considered aspects ofthe way they are 
supposed to function. Again, as aspects ofthe functioning of persons as a whole, 
they need not be seen as separate entities or discrete processes, but as fully 
integrated features of the seamless domain of personhood. 

When viewed as part of conversational reality rather than part ofNature, it is 
quite conceivable that the trilogy of the mind is not universal across the many 
distinct cultures of the world. However, the special relevance of the trilogy of 
cognition, affect, and conation to the present study is that this way of talking 
about persons is thoroughly compatible with the folk as well as classical traditions 
of India and the West. I am speaking here about the folk traditions first, because 
it is in and through folk traditions that varied conceptions ofpersonhood flourish. 
Also, in my own experience of living in India and in English-speaking commu¬ 
nities of the West, I find it equally relevant to speak of thinking, feeling, and 
willing. Indeed, ethicolegal implications ofpersonhood would be impotent ifthey 
remained sequestered in classical thinking, without impinging on the folkways. As 
to the classical traditions, as I have indicated earlier and will try to show through¬ 
out the remainder of this volume, they are infused with the notions of persons as 
creatures who think, feel, and act in India as well as in the West. In this context, 1 
wish to indicate my disapproval of the current fashion in contemporary cognitive 
science circles of denigrating concepts such as emotion or will as indicators of a 
“folk psychology,” meaning primitive, unscientific ways of thinking (see Stich, 
1983). After all, persons are the folk -individuals who would be held responsible 
for what they do, whether as “ordinary” men and women, or as “scientists” who 
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putatively know better. For the purpose of this volume, however, I have chosen to 
focus on classical, rather than on folk, traditions. This choice by no means suggests 
any disrespect on my part to folk traditions or folk wisdom, but rather is a matter of 
my disciplinary background, especially my lack of training in ethnographic 
methods essential for the study of folkways. 

Having just suggested the legitimacy of cross-cultural comparisons, I now 
wish to enter a caveat. Although there are Sanskrit terms such as prajna, bhava 
and karma that are roughly equivalent to what we now call cognition, affect, and 
conation, they are not exactly equivalents8The relevant Sanskrit terms and their 
close and/or approximate equivalents will be discussed in separate chapters de¬ 
voted to the self-as-knower, enj oyer/sufferer, and agent, respectively. Here I would 
just note an important matter ofdifference between Western and Indian approaches 
to these issues. In the Indian tradition, the focus is on the person or ego as knower 
(jriata), enj oyer/sufferer, (bhokta), and agent (karta). This implies aholistic view of 
personhood, and psychological processes of knowing, feeling, and acting are 
discussed as relevant to many different contexts, as I shall try to show later. The 
holistic emphasis counters, corrects, and complements the fragmentation of per¬ 
sonhood typical of contemporary Western psychology. It also helps focus on the 
issue ofpersonal identity. The significance ofthe differences between Western and 
Indian approaches cannot be pointed out at this stage; they can be brought forth and 
discussed only after parallel currents ofthought are presented to the reader. Suffice 
it to say that I wish to try hard not to ignore, minimize, or exaggerate the 
importance of either the differences or the similarities between traditions. 


Self and Ego 

The self and ego are more or less equivalent concepts, both pertaining to the 
person. While the concept ofpersonhood refers to individuals in general, both self 
and ego designate a particular person in contrast with, in relation to, or as different 
from others. Unlike the concept of person, self and ego are dialectical concepts 
such that a self implies a non-self or an other. Ego implies an alter, just as the 
concept of an organism implies an entity marked off from its environment and 
standing in some kind of relationship with it. There is an implicit boundary 
between the self and the non-self, even as the organism’s skin separates it from the 
rest of the world. However, unlike the skin of an organism, the “boundary” 
separating the self from the world and/or others is not objective, discrete, and 
concrete, but subjective, often uncertain, symbolic, and “constructed.” While the 
person is defined differently in terms of differing rights and duties in various 
societies, the self is construed and defined differently from one culture, theorist, 
and individual to another. Indeed, the idea of self is defined differently in differing 
contexts in terms of a bewildering array of concepts, metaphors, and perspectives. 
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There have been endless controversies in the Indian as well as Western traditions 
on the putative existence, nature, knowledge, and value of whatever that has been 
called the self. 

It is my understanding that the debate over the nature of selfhood is inextric¬ 
ably connected with the issue of what, if anything, remains the same about the 
individual despite great changes in virtually every aspect of his orherpersonhood. 
This is a complex issue. It arises from the common observation that most persons 
seem to have an unmistakable experience ofhaving been the same persons across 
time and space despite having minor as well as major changes in almost every 
aspect of themselves. Since change is the very opposite of sameness, saying that 
something has changed and has yet remained the same is a paradox. This paradox 
is at the root of what is called the problem of personal identity. It has engaged 
some of the best minds of both the Indian and Western intellectual traditions over 
the millennia. Despite many ingenious solutions suggested throughout the history, 
none has satisfied everyone. It is my impression that disagreements regarding this 
problem arise first of all over the question, “What is the self?” In traditional 
Western terminology, such questions belong to ontology, the study of issues 
concerning the nature ofreality. A second source of difficulty relates to the nature 
ofevidence believed to be necessary in affirming statements regarding whether the 
putative self exists or not. In post-Enlightenment terminology, this is an issue 
pertaining to epistemology, or theories concerning the nature of knowledge. A 
third type ofissue concerning personal identity is: Why should sameness matter at 
all? For some, as for Locke, personal identity matters in the ethicolegal sphere, 
since only the same person that committed the alleged crime may be punished for 
it, not someone else. For some others, it is a deeply existential issue; finding the 
correct answer to the question “who am I?” is deemed extremely important, for a 
wrong answer would make a person imposter - living someone else’s life, as it 
were. The identity issue thus involves consideration ofjustice and value, and 
thus belongs to ethics or axiology as well. 

The problem of identity thus concerns ontology, epistemology, and ethics, 
three major branches that comprise most ofphilosophy as it is conceived of in the 
Western tradition. In addition, the question, “Who am I?” is directly concerned 
with both-thephilosophical inquiry about nature of selfhood and with practical 
issues concerning social and personal identity. Answers to this question have 
profound social and existential implications. Imagine, for instance, a person who 
first thought ofhimself as a communist, but who later converted to a free enterprise 
ideology and is now considered a traitor and enemy by his former comrades. Or 
consider a person who initially strongly thinks ofherself as a Christian, lives for 
decades as a devout nun, and sacrifices family life and its pleasures, only to lose 
faith in religion in her old age. Such a person might think that her entire life has 
been a sheer waste. Or think of a person who for years considers that being human 
simply means being a blob of organic matter in three-dimensional space, but later 
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begins to think ofhimself as God’s special creation, or vice versa. The problem of 
identity thus relates to the most profound personal and ideological dilemmas. As 
such, the discovery of one’s true selfhood becomes a most crucial issue in life. 
Small wonder, then, that “know thyself’ was a most important exhortation in 
ancient Greece. Similarly, in ancient India, the sage Yajnavalkya exhorted that 
the Self ought to be the subject to know about and mediate upon. 9 In our own times, 
the self continues to be an important topic of inquiry to many philosophers, 
sociologists, psychologists, anthropologists, as well countless other persons of 
varied backgrounds. 

Notwithstanding the long history of serious inquiry into the nature ofthe self, 
in contemporary psychology many researchers think as though the self originated 
with William James, the founder of modem psychology in America. Although 
James’s (1890/1983) famous chapter on the self in his Principles ofPsychology, 
published in 1890, contains a detailed discussion of several prominent Enlighten¬ 
ment thinkers, contemporary psychologists often tend to ignore their contribu¬ 
tions. This is of course in keeping with the prevailing “presentism,” as discussed 
in the previous chapter. During the heyday of behaviorism, James’s contribu¬ 
tions to the study of the self and consciousness were forgotten, since self and 
consciousness were taboo topics. A prominent exception to the general amnesia 
for James’s contributions was the James -Lange theory of emotions (James, 1884; 
Carlson & Hatfield, 1992), which defined emotions in physical terms. 

In the mid-1970s, as the influence of behaviorism receded, both conscious¬ 
ness and the self came back to the mainstream ofpsychology, with an accompany - 
ing revival of interest in James. During the first half ofthe 20th century, important 
contributions to the study ofthe self and ego were made by Charles Horton Cooley 
(1902/1964), George Herbert Mead (1934, 1925/1968), and Sigmund Freud 
(1923/1961). Cooley and Mead’s lead was followed more in sociology than in 
psychology, and although significant contributions to the study ofthe ego contin¬ 
ued to be made in the Freudian and neo-Freudian traditions, these were largely 
marginalized in academic psychology in North America. Regardless ofthe mar¬ 
ginalization of the self in the mainstream of modem psychology, the literature 
on the self continued to grow. Surveys of this growing body of literature also 
appeared from time to time; notable among them are those of Gordon Allport 
(1943), Hall andLindzey (1957), Gordon andGergen (1968), and Greenwald and 
Pratkanis(1984). 

In his survey, Allport (1943) identified the following different meanings that 
the term ego had acquired by the time ofhis writing: the selfas (1) aknower, (2) an 
object of knowledge, (3) primitive selfishness, (4) dominance drive, (5) passive 
organization ofmental processes, (6) a “fighter for ends,” (7) abehavioral system, 
and (8) a subjective organization of culture. About a decade later. Allport (1955) 
critically considered seven more concepts closely related to self and ego: the 
bodily sense, self-identity, ego enhancement, ego extension, rational agent, self- 
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image, and propriate striving. He also mentioned yet another definition of the 
self, suggested by P. A. Bertocci (1945), as a “knower, thinker, feeler, and doer- 
all in one blended unit of a sort that guarantees the continuance of all becoming” 
(Allport, 1955, p. 54). 10 Allport suggested his own term, called the proprium, 
meaning “all aspects of our personality that make for inward unity” (1955, p. 40). 
He hoped that such an inclusive definition would be sufficient to cover the broad 
range of phenomena referred to by a wide array of terms, and thereby stop the 
confusion created by the addition of an increasing number of new terms. But 
this term, even more than the many he surveyed, has itself fallen by the wayside, 
thus expanding the existing plethora rather than curtailing it. Nevertheless, with his 
extensive writings, his eclectic and inclusive approach, and his occasionally 
polemical but persuasive style, Allport helped rescue the concept from oblivion 
during decades ofbehaviorist dominance. 

Hall andLindzey’s (1957) sympathetic survey of the various theories ofthe 
self in the first edition oftheir popular textbook ofpersonality indicates that despite 
its marginalization, the self continued to inspire many psychologists of the 
mid-20th century. In the early 1960s, Gordon and Gergen (1968) conducted a 
survey of the literature on the self and published an excellent selection of articles 
that demonstrates the diversity and richness of conceptualization of the self in 
Western thought. According to their introductory essay, Gordon and Gergen 
selected over 40 short pieces for their anthology from a vast field of over 2000 
publications in the disciplines of psychology and sociology. They identify the 
following as key issues and persistent dilemmas faced by scholars in this field: the 
self as (1) fact versus construct, (2) subject versus object, (3) structure versus 
process, and (4) single versus multiple. As I hope to show in forthcoming chapters, 
it would be fair to say that most of these issues were faced for centuries by 
generations of thinkers in India as well, Some two decades after the publication of 
Gordon and Gergen’s survey ofthe literature, Greenwaldand Pratkanis (1984) 
published yet another survey of the literature on the self along with a critical and 
integrative summary. One of the interesting things that they point out is how the 
computer metaphor had started to seep into the literature, adding a new dimension 
to an already rich field of studies. In an article published in an issue ofth e Journal 
ofthe Theory ofSocial Behaviour, Susan Hales (1985)pointedoutthatmany social 
psychologists had inadvertently rediscovered the self in the 1970s; in the same 
issue prominent scholars tried to analyze what was it that had been discovered and 
what did that discovery mean. If we add to all of this the material written on the 
affirmation and the denial ofthe self in the Upanisadic and Buddhist traditions of 
Asia, the literature would fill several libraries. 

Against this background, it is neither necessary nor possible for me to offer 
yet another survey or one more attempt to identify the many meanings ofthe term 
self. Nor will I try to present a concise definition ofselfhood orpropose anew term 
like Allport’s. Instead, I shall briefly summarize the seminal contributions of only 
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James, Cooley, Mead, and Freud, since their ideas have continued to inspire a good 
deal ofwork during the recent revival in psychological studies of selfhood, thereby 
dominating the current discourse on related topics. A selective summary of some 
of their important ideas, along with comments relevant to the topics to be dis¬ 
cussed, should provide abackdrop against which the nearly forgotten contributions 
ofearlierWestern scholars, some selected ideas from the more recent publications, 
as well as some ideas oflndian origin probably less familiar to several readers may 
be presented and meaningfully discussed in the remainder of the volume. 

William James: Self as the Current Thought in the Stream 
of Thoughts 

In his classic account of the self, James says that 

In the widestpossible sense, a man’s Self is the sum total ofall that he can call his, not 
only his body and his psychic powers, but his clothes and his house, his wife and 
children, his ancestors and friends, his reputation and works, his land and horses, and 
yacht and bank account. (James, 1890/1983, p. 279, emphasis original) 

This definition ofthe self is clearly very inclusive; it spans almost all major aspects 
ofpersonhood. In trying to conceptually organize this broad territory, James first 
distinguishes between the “I” and the “Me,” by which he means, respectively, the 
self-as-subject and the self-as-object. The latter is further subdivided into three 
hierarchically ordered “constituents,” with the spiritual Me at the top, the social 
Me in the middle, and the material Me at the bottom. This conceptual framework is 
schematically presented in Fig. 2.1. James gives a detailed account of what is 
involved in these three “constituents” ofthe Me, and describes what actions each 
of them prompts and what feelings they generate. 

The material Me includes the body, clothes, home, and other possessions. At 
this level, self-seeking is manifest in the form of the body’s appetites, one’s 
tendencies to “deck” or adorn the body, and in the tendency for acquisitiveness. 
The corresponding feelings are fearofpoverty or starvation, and either modesty or 
pride and vanity regarding personal wealth and possessions. The social Me 


The Self 


I (self as subject) Me (self as subject) 


Spiritual me | 

Social me 

Material me 


Figure 2.1. Schematic diagram of William James’s concept of the self. 
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involves the many social roles we play; we may have as many social selves as there 
are groups, or even individuals, whose opinions we care about (p. 281). Our social 
self-seeking is manifest in our tendencies to seek company and to be noticed and 
admired; we may feel proud or vainglorious if appreciated by fellow beings and 
shameful or mortified if disapproved of and neglected. Sometimes a person’s 
social selves are at variance with one another, like being an aggressive officer at 
work but a meek husband at home. As well, the social selves occasionally conflict 
due to differing or simultaneous demands from significant others, like having to 
finish tasks on one’s job and do chores for the family at the same time. We usually 
are able tojuggle the demands and resources well enough to maintain unity de¬ 
spite occasional role conflicts and to organize in a relatively harmonious manner a 
large number of varied activities for and with family, work, neighborhood, and 
various other groups. In regard to the third part of the empirical Me, namely the 
spiritual Me, self-seeking manifests in the form of intellectual, moral, or spiritual 
aspirations, which in turn may bring feelings of inferiority or superiority, guilt or 
purity. James defines the spiritual Me as “a man’s [sic] inner or subjective being, 
his psychic faculties or dispositions, taken concretely; not the bare principle of 
personal Unity, or ‘pure’ Ego” (p. 283). 

James’s notion of the spiritual me is a subtle one. it is my observation from 
numerous discussions of this topic that the very word “spiritual,” combined with 
James’s expressions “psychic faculties ... taken concretely” commonly cause 
confusion, and many students find it difficult to distinguish the spiritual Me from 
the “pure Ego.” Since some important issues tend to be ignored as a result of 
such confusion, it is necessary to add some comments and clarification. Partofthe 
problem in understanding involves the negative connotations that certain terms 
such as “spiritual” and “faculties” have acquired over the years. Today the word 
spiritual connotes something ecclesiastical, religious, or supernatural, allofwhich 
are an anathema to many contemporary psychologists. Also, the concept of 
“faculties” first became disreputable (for it, like the concept ofinstinct, is a mere 
label that explains nothing), and then went out of vogue. What James means by 
“spiritual” in this context is, I think, what we currently call “mental” as opposed 
to physical. James’s expression, “inner subjective being,” suggests that his con¬ 
cept of the spiritual Me includes the innumerable “entities” that may have ever 
passed through one’s mind - one’s thoughts, wishes, dreams, doubts, and what 
have you -all taken together. Here again, James’s expression “taken concretely” 
is confusing, for how can something as intangible as “subjective being” and as 
abstract as “psychic faculties” be taken concretely? I think what James wanted to 
suggest here is that, all entities like thoughts and dreams, and processes such as 
thinking and doubting, may be looked upon as the objects ofone’s thoughts, which 
are to be distinguished sharply from the “pure Ego,” which is the subject who 
experiences the thoughts and processes. It is important to remember that the crucial 
distinction between the Jamesian “I” and “Me” is that the former is the self-as- 
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subject while the latter is self-as-object. The “I,” or the so-called “pure Ego,” is 
the “bare principle of personal unity,” and as such must be distinguished from 
such countless mental entities as thoughts and dreams that emerge and disappear in 
the stream of consciousness. 

The stream of consciousness is an expression made popular by William 
James. The metaphor of the stream may not have been an original contribution of 
James. He might possibly have encountered it in the work of Thomas Reid 
(1785/1975b), who described consciousness or operation ofthe mind as “flowing 
like the water of ariver” (p. 116) about a century before James penned his chapter. 
It may be noted, incidentally, that a similar expression appears over a thousand 
years earlier in the work of Vyasa in India, who uses the expression mind-river 
(cittanadi) in his commentary onPatanjali’s Yoga aphorisms (Ch. 1,aphorism 12). 
Like James, the Yoga system also makes a distinction between self-as-subject or 
the “seer” (grhTtr, drasta) on the one hand, and self-as-object or that which is 
“seen” (grahana dr'sya) on the other. Since the subjec t-object distinction is most 
crucial in both Western and Indian views ofthe self, and since it is not always clear, 
it is necessary to clarify it here. To help clarify it, it would be helpful to turn to 
Franz Brentano (1838-1917), a contemporary ofWilliam James (1842-1910)who 
explained and popularized that notion. 

In Psychology’from an Empirical Standpoint, Brentano (1874/1973) pointed 
out that mental events are always characterized by “intentionality,” which means 
that processes like thinking, recollecting, and dreaming are always directed toward 
something or other. In his oft-quoted statement Brentano says: “In presentation 
something is presented, injudgment something is affirmed or denied, in love loved, 
in hate hated, in desire desired, and so on” (p. 88). Thus, a thought is always a 
thought about something, one always dreams of something, or has an attitude 
toward some object, and so on. The entities onto which the mental events are 
directed are called the “objects” of thought. James (1890/1983) used the word 
“Thought” (with a capital T ) as a generic term to designate all types of “cognitive 
phenomenal events in time” (p. 349), which he also called “pulses of cognitive 
consciousness” (p. 322), or “conscious states.” The Jamesian Thought thus 
includes mental events such as seeing, hearing, reasoning, recollecting, loving, and 
a hundred other ways in which our minds are alternately engaged (pp. 224-225). 
All such Thoughts are intentional in Brentano’s sense. In the case of a process 
like seeing or hearing, the object to which they are directed may be a physical 
entity, such as the desk I see in front of me, or the neighbor’s dog that Ijust heard 
barking. But imagining and thinking might be directed to a purely imaginary 
entity, like a mermaid, or the square root ofminus one, for instance. The objects of 
Thought may be either tangible, such as a chair, or intangible, like the dream I had 
last night, or the idea that just passed through my mind a moment ago. Now, 
suppose I conceive of the entire collection of all the Thoughts that may have 
formed my stream of consciousness; collectively, they are the object ofmy current 
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Thought. Taken together, all my Thoughts that lean think oftogether constitute my 
spiritual Me, which is one of the constituents ofthe empirical Me, or the self-as- 
object, as distinguished from the “I,” the self-as-subject in whose experience they 
appear. 

The Jamesian pure Ego is not the spiritual Me, but the experiencing subject as 
opposed to the objects of experience. Husserl (1933/1977, pp. 66-67),a student 
ofBrentano, conceived of subject and object as the two poles of consciousness, 
such that the pure Ego always remains unchanged as the self-identical subject-pole 
of intentional states of awareness, while consciousness shifts its focus from 
moment to moment from one object to another. “To understand what this means, 
we must stop looking outward at the world of objects “out there,” so to speak and 
instead turn our attention inward toward the contents and processes of our own 
mind. James (1890/1983, p. 287) describes what happens when one turns one’s 
attention inward: “When I try to remember or reflect, the movements in question, 
instead ofbeing directed towards the periphery, seem to come from the periphery 
inwards and feel like a sort of withdrawal from the outer world” (emphasis 
original ). This inner world is the territory ofthe stream ofconsciousness. As noted, 
taken together, the contents ofthe stream constitute one’s spiritual Me. Although it 
is placed “higher” in James’s hierarchy of selves than the material and social 
selves, it is still not the apex of selfhood; the apex is the pure Ego. Whether we 
dwell on the whole stream of consciousness or on specific Thoughts that inhabit 
there, we would still be encountering the self-as-object. To get to the pure Ego at 
the apex, we must move from the periphery of the territory of consciousness 
toward the “center of awareness,” so to speak. As James puts it: 

If the stream as a whole is identified with the Self far more than the outward thing, a 
certain portion of the stream abstractedfrom the rest is so identified in an altogether 
peculiar degree, and is felt by all men as a sort of innermost center within the circle, of 
sanctuary within the citadel, constituted by the subjective life as a whole, (pp. 284-285; 
emphasis in original) 

Notwithstanding such richly expressive metaphors as the “citadel” and 
“center within the circle” used by James, the description ofthe pure Ego remains 
enigmatic. One of the most important issues that complicates the matter is the 
putative unity ofthe “I,” the self-as-subject. Its unity stands in sharp contrast with 
the obviously multifarious manifestations of the “Me”: the many Thoughts, 
several social selves, and countless material objects with which the “I” feels now 
and then identified. According to James, reconciling the unity ofthe “I” in the face 
ofthe multiplicity ofthe “Me” is the “most puzzling puzzle with which psychol¬ 
ogy has to deal” (p. 314). This puzzle may be termed the “problem ofpersonal 
identity.” James devotes a good portion ofhis chapter on the self to a discussion of 
this issue by presenting the positions ofDescartes, Locke, Hume, and Kant, among 
others and by offering his critique of their views. We shall return to this issue in a 
later section of this chapter. As we shall see in Chapter 3, the distinction between 
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subject and object is a critical issue in the school of thought called the Advaita 
Vedanta, and this school and its rivals (Sarikhya and Yoga) offer very different 
perspectives on it than James’s. Also, as we shall see in Chapter 3, such a 
distinction is implicit in the metaphor of the “center of awareness” that Erik 
Erikson (1968, p. 135) uses in explaining his view ofpersonal identity.’ 

Before closing our account of the Jamesian view of the self, it is necessary 
to take a brief look at James’s discussion of an interesting question: “What is loved 
in ‘self-love’?” In this connection, James (189011983) makes an observation that 
“each of us is animated by a directfeeling ofregardfor his own pure principle of 
individual existence ” (p. 303, emphasis original). Although the word “existence” 
makes it sound as ifhe were suggesting something profoundly existential, I think 
James is referring here to the common observation that there is atendency in living 
beings toward self-preservation. It is called and explained differently in different 
systems. The Yoga Sutra ofPatanjali (1978, 2.3, 9), 12 for instance, speaks of 
“abhinivesa,” a self-preserving tendency common to all living beings. This idea is 
akin to the currently popular notion of a “selfish gene,” which suggests a funda¬ 
mental tendency of all forms of life to cling to life (Dawkins, 1989). James 
(1890/1983) put this very simply: “A man in whom self-seeking of any sort is 
largely developed is said to be selfish” (p. 302). This basic self-seeking or 
“selfish” tendency manifests itself variously in human beings. To put it in the 
Jamesian perspective, one could say that it manifests in the form of seeking food 
and warmth as well as in possessing and preserving wealth at the material level, in 
seeking reputation and dominance at the social level, and in cultivating virtues or 
in trying to ensure otherworldly well-being at the spiritual level. James’s views in 
this regard are best summarized in his own words: 

To have a self that I care for, nature must first present me with some object interesting 
enough to make me instinctively wish to appropriate it for its own sake, and out of it 
manufacture one of those material, social, or spiritual selves ... (p. 304). 

[W]e see no reason to suppose that “self-love” isprimarily, or secondarily, or ever; love 
for one’s mere principle of conscious indentity It is always love for something which, as 
compared with that principle, is superficial, transient, liable to be taken up or dropped at 
will. (James, 1890/1983, p. 307; emphasis original) 

In agreement with James, we may grant that self-seeking is based on naturally 
given or “instinctual” tendencies to seek food, bodily comfort, sex, company of 
fellow humans, and so on, and that, at the beginning of the life cycle, selfhood 
is defined in terms of objects to which we are naturally attracted. But obviously 
we are not stuck for life with the attraction for such objects; naturally attractive 
things such as toys, games, and even sex lose their appeal at some time or another. 
Another such attraction defines our “raw” selfhood, it is open to be cultivated in 
different ways under the impact of societal influence and individual choice. What 
James is suggesting here is that our adult self is “manufactured,” so to speak. 
To put it differently, the mature selfis cognitively and/or socially constructed, or 
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rather, “fabricated.” If what is loved in ordinary human lives is mostly “super¬ 
ficial, transient and liable to be taken up or dropped at will,” as James put it, then 
it should in principle be possible for us to radically alter the course of our lives 
if we so desire. I wish to emphasize this idea since it suggests the possibility of 
the empowerment of the individual in the task of self-transformation. As we shall 
see later, several schools of Indian thought suggest systematic ways of self¬ 
transformation by selectively dropping off many of the superficial and transient 
things that we come to love in our lives. 

C. H. Cooley: A Closed and Nasty Self Versus an Open 
and Lofty Self 

Following the lead ofWilliam James, Charles Horton Cooley (1902/1964) 
extended the conceptualization of the self to the social sphere. He emphasized the 
social nature of the self by noting that “There is no sense of ‘I,’ as in pride or 
shame, without its correlative sense of you, or he, or they” (p. 182). In other 
words, thereisabasicdialectic between th eself andths other; the selfandtheother 
are bom together, because the very act of self-definition sets the boundaries of 
selfhood, thereby marking off the characteristics and territories of otherness. If I 
call myself a radical, have-not, atheist, or senior, then I automatically distinguish 
myself from, respectively, the conservatives, haves, theists, and youth as the 
“others” with whom I implicitly establish various kinds of relationships. At the 
core of the self, Cooley sees a peculiar sort of a “feeling,” a feeling that turns to 
elation and puffs up the “ego” with praise, and to utter humiliation when the ego 
deflates under censure. With his famous metaphor ofthe “looking glass,” Cooley 
(1902/1964,p. 184) describes how we very often tend to see our reflections in the 
eyes of others, even imagine what our parents, friends, competitors, or enemies 
think of us, and feel happy when our image appears positive and vice versa. 
Cooley’s insightful analysis of such interpersonal or social implications of the 
self paved the way for important developments in social psychology and related 
disciplines for decades: Festinger’s (1954) theory ofsocial comparison processes, 
which emphasizes the continual self-othercomparisons that deeply affect our 
experience and behavior; Goffman’s (1959) work on the “presentation of the self 
in everyday life”; and research on “impression management,” i.e., social maneu¬ 
vers that we engage in while trying to enhance our image in the eyes of others 
(Schlenker, 1980). 

One aspect of Cooley’s view of the self, which I think is often neglected, is 
his metaphor ofthe self as a “citadel,” which he seemed to borrow from James and 
to develop in his own distinctive way. For Cooley, that citadel can be either closed 
and protected from the outside influence oris left open for a two-way expression of 
mutual love between the self and others. It is better to present Cooley’s ideas in his 
own words: 
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[S]elf feeling may be regarded as in a sense the antithesis, or better perhaps, the 
complement of that disinterseted and contemplative love that tends to obliterate the 
sense of divergent individuality. Love of this sort has no sense of bounds, but is what we 
feel when we are expanding and assimilating new and immediate experience, while self¬ 
feeling accompanies the appropriating, delimiting, and defending of a certain part of 
experience; the one impels us to receive life, the other to individuate it. The self, from 
this point of view, might be regarded as a sort of citadel of the mind, fortified without 
and containing selected treasures within, while love is an undivided share in the rest of 
the universe. In a healthy mind each contributes to the growth of the other: what we love 
intensely or for a long time we are likely to bring within the citadel, and to assert as part 
of ourself [sic]. On the other hand, it is only on the basis of a substantial self that a person 
is capable of progressive sympathy or love. The sickness of either is to lack the support 
of the other. There is no health in a mind except as it keeps expanding, taking in fresh 
life, feeling love and enthusiasm; and so long as it does this its self-feeling is likely to be 
modest and generous; since these sentiments accompany that sense of large and the 
superior which the love implies. But if love closes, the self contracts and hardens: the 
mind having nothing else to occupy its attention and give it that change and renewal it 
requires, busies itself more and more with self-feeling, which takes on narrow and 
disgusting forms, like avarice, arrogance and fatuity. (Cooley, 1902/1964,pp. 187-188) 

Cooley’s rich metaphors and lucid expressions drive home his point quite effec¬ 
tively. However, it seems to me that the moralistic and prescriptive message ofhis 
words has been relatively neglected despite the renewed popularity ofhis work in 
the 1980s, probably because it is at variance with the value-free stance that 
dominates the contemporary psychology’s Zeitgeist. Among some of the earlier 
exceptions to this general trend ofneglect are Gordon Allport (1954A95 8) and Erik 
Erikson (1968), and among the more recent ones I could name Edward E. Sampson 
(1988) and Hoshmand and Ho (1995). Let me note a few points from their work that 
are relevant here. 

In The Nature of Prejudice Allport (1954/1958, pp. 43 -45) notes the observa¬ 
tions ofPiaget and Weil (1951), showing that children gradually develop a sense 
of belonging to various social groups, and that most children never enlarge their 
sense of belonging beyond the family, city, and nation. Allport’s comment on 
this observation was as follows: “While the national orbit is the largest circle of 
loyalty that most children learn, there is no necessity for the process to stop there” 
(pp. 44-45).This remark expresses his wish to see that people develop a sense of 
loyalty to the whole of humanity, a sentiment that runs through most of Allport’s 
social psychological writings. In Becoming, Allport (1955, p. 45) connects this 
with his view of selfhood by coining the term ego-extension, a dialectical counter¬ 
part of Cooley’s notion of the constricted and narrow self. The concern here is 
simply striving for the fullest possible expansion ofthe in-group that a person calls 
mine. Thinking along similar lines, Erik Erikson puts it differently. He bemoans the 
fact that today humanity is divided into innumerable mutually warring “pseudo- 
species,” rather than being united into a single humankind. Like Allport, Erikson 
(1968) repeatedly expresses in his writings his concern and longing for a “world- 
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wide identity” (see, e.g., p. 42). Cooley was explicit about the lack ofhealth in the 
narrow and constricted boundaries of self; he even considered narrowness and 
selfishness disgusting. Erikson echoes similar sentiments about those who get 
jingoistically stuck on the loyalty for a group, hating everyone outside. 

Working within the Freudian model, the well-known studies ofthe authori¬ 
tarian personality by Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswick, Levinson, and Sanford (1950) 
also suggested that ethnocentrism and bigotry are indicative of a stunted or 
pathological ego development. Although psychologists have been successful in 
creating an awareness in the public at large that seeking psychiatric or psychologi¬ 
cal help in various forms of neuroses is acceptable - even respectable -they have 
been unsuccessful in developing a matching awareness about egotistical or total¬ 
itarian ego boundaries. We cannot even imagine someone going to a clinical 
psychologist to ask for help in curing his or her bigotry; for many psychologists do 
not seem to share Cooley’s view of narrow ego boundaries as pathological. Nor 
have they been able to develop ways to assist individuals in expanding their ego 
boundaries, should someone ask for such help. At any rate, we shall consider 
certain aspects of the narrow closed boundaries of the self in our discussion of 
A. G. Greenwald’s (1980) concept ofthe “totalitarian ego” in Chapter 4.13 

Loyalty to humanity as a whole is, like motherhood, an ideal common to most 
cultures. The ancient Greek ideal ofbeing a “citizen ofthe world” (cosmopolitan) 
is an instance of this. In the Indian tradition, an ideal person is often described as 
treating the whole ofhumanity as one’s own family (vasudhaiva kutumbakam), 
and it is reflected in the description of the ideal person in the Bhagavad-Gita 
(12.13). There is some recent work in psychology that suggests that Eastern and 
Western cultures are different in the ways in which they promote the development 
of relatively more individualistic or collectivistic egos. The observations of Ed¬ 
ward Sampson and David Ho may be mentioned in this context insofar as they are 
relevant to the themes under discussion. 

Inhis paper, Sampson (1988) mentions two conclusions drawn by Heelasand 
Lock (1981) from their cross-cultural studies. First, that people in all cultures draw 
a boundary between the self and the nonself, and second, that where the line is 
commonly drawn varies extensively from culture to culture. Sampson refers in this 
context to the work of David Bakan (1966), who suggested that there are two 
mutually opposing tendencies that simultaneously coexist within each individual. 
The first, called agency, manifests itself in the isolation, alienation, and aloneness 
of the individual and in the urge for self-assertion, self-protection, and self- 
aggrandizement. The other tendency, called communion, manifests itself in the 
urge to become part of, or seek union with, something larger than the limited field 
of the individual. In my view, the self-nonself boundaries continually contract and 
expand when agency dominates communion and vice versa. According to Samp¬ 
son, societies and cultures differ in terms ofwhether they promote a self-contained 
individualism with emphasis on firm and exclusive boundaries between self and 
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nonself, or “ensembled individualism,” in which boundaries tend to be fluid and 
inclusive. In Sampson’s view, contemporary American society promotes self- 
contained individualism, which tends to enhance individual freedom, responsibil - 
ity, and achievement. By contrast, he says “[e]lements of Japanese, Chinese 
(Confucian), and Islamic indigenous psychologies offer ensembled type of indi¬ 
vidualism” (Sampson, 1988, p. 17). 

Arguing along similar lines, Hoshmand and Ho (1995) suggest that Western 
conceptions ofthe self emphasize the centrality and sovereignty of the individual, 
and contrast them with Eastern conceptions that emphasize relatedness instead. In 
the latter context, Hoshmand and Ho note the importance of relatedness in the 
Confucian tradition, and mention the work of Markus and Kitayama (1991), who 
discuss the fundamental relatedness of individuals promoted in many Asian 
cultures. They point out that Confucianism overemphasizes relatedness so as to 
stifle individual expression and creativity anditpromotes authoritarian sociopoliti - 
cal institutions. From reading Hoshmand and Ho's comments in this regard, it 
seems to me that, while self-contained individualism promotes individual initia¬ 
tive and achievement, it also fuels greed and uncaring families. By comparison, 
some Eastern cultures promote ensembled individualism, which leads to inter¬ 
dependence and harmony on the one hand, but stifles creativity and encourages 
social oppression on the other. It is possible that such East-West comparisons tend 
to oversimplify the complex issues ofindividualism and collectivism and perhaps 
overgeneralize from selective observations. Nevertheless, the conceptual distinc¬ 
tions between individualist and collectivist styles of the development of the ego 
and the evaluation of their relative merits make sense. Such developments in the 
study of the self enrich the legacy of Cooley. 


G. H. Mead: The Social Construction of Selfhood 

Like Cooley, Mead (1934), 14 too, emphasized the social aspects ofthe self. He 
affirms the priority of the society, particularly the social context in which an 
individual is bom and socialized. It is in the process of socialization, particularly in 
the family, that a person acquires his or her “self-definition” in terms of one’s 
station in life: as son of Mr. and Mrs. so and so, in terms of other kinship 
relationships, in terms ofthe race and social class to which one belongs, and so on. 
Mead distinguishes human society sharply from nonhuman societies by pointing 
out that humans use symbols in communicating with other members of their own 
species rather than only signs as nonhuman species do, Unlike signs, which have a 
fixed relationship with what they signify, symbols are open to alternative inter¬ 
pretations. Thus, when the mother nods her head, it might mean either a clear yes, 
or a “maybe,” or even a mild prohibition, and the child must interpret what 
mother’s underlying intention might be in giving the nod. Someone pointing a 
finger at the door may mean either shut it or open it depending on the context- 
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whether it is too hot or cold in the room, whether a need for privacy is suggested, 
and so on. During the process ofgrowing up, human individuals acquire the ability 
to interpret the intentions behind the symbols communicated by others primarily 
by learning to take the “perspective of the other,” i.e., by learning to put oneself 
in the other’s shoes, so to speak. According to Mead, the self is defined by the 
process of “symbolic interaction” within the context of human communities. 
Meltzer (1972) summarizes Mead’s view of the self in the following way: “In 
referring to the human being as having a self. Mead simply means that such an 
individual may act socially toward himself [sic], just as toward others. He may 
praise, blame, or encourage himself.. . and so forth” (p. 8). By the same token, an 
individual learns to speak to him- or herself and to carry on conversations among 
his or her own many different selves, as it were. From the Meadian viewpoint, 
having such silent internal conversations is what the mind is all about. 

Mead was the first one to propose a systematic model ofhuman development. 
Decades later, Erik Erikson developed a more elaborate model of psychosocial 
development by integrating Mead’s social psychological model with Freud’s 
psychoanalytical model of psychosexual development. We shall examine Erik¬ 
son' s theory at length in the next chapter. Until about the mid-1960s there seemed 
to be little direct influence of Cooley and Mead on psychology, aside from the 
indirect influence through Erikson’s work. However, social psychology as taught 
within the discipline of sociology continued to be dominated by Mead’s symbolic 
interactionism (seeLindesmith &Strauss, 1968; Cardwell, 1971; Lauer & Handel, 
1977). Ofthemany sociologically oriented formulations ofthe self, it will be use¬ 
ful to note some aspects ofPeter Berger’s (1966a) view of social identity. As noted 
intheprevious chapter, Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) view ofthe social construc¬ 
tion of reality was based on the insights of Mead, Mannheim, Schutz, and Piaget, 
among others. Within this social constructionist framework, Peter Berger (1966a) 
defines social identity as follows: “Identity, with its appropriate attachments of 
psychological reality, is always identity within a specific socially constructed 
world. Or, as seen from the viewpoint ofthe individual: One identified oneself; as 
one is identifiedbv others, by being Located in a common world” (p. Ill, italics 
original). 

Identity, as suggested here, may be seen as the “location’ in a socially 
constructed world. Thus, when a man identifies himself as an engineer in such and 
such company, a member of a certain church or a particular party and so on, he is 
defining where he belongs, where he is situated in the worlds of work, religion, 
politics, and so on. Such a person may relocate himself on the social map by taking 
up a new job, by converting to another religion, or by changing his political 
affiliation, and so on. Such relocation might happen because of a conscious and 
deliberate choice and might be preceded and/or accompanied by a cognitive 
reconstruction of the person’s worldview, say from Catholicism to communism 
and so on. Alternatively, one may get forcibly uprooted because ofwar or drought, 
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or may be involuntarily converted to a different ideology, and cognitive construe - 
tion might follow in the process ofrelocation and redefinition ofthe self. The point 
ofall this is that, from a cognitive and social constructionist point ofview, selfhood 
may be seen as largely open to change by one’s own decision and choice, although 
some of its aspects may be fixed and unchanging (such as one’s membership in a 
racial community being unalterably defined by the accident ofbirth, for instance). 
The point raised here can be easily seen as being in tune with James’s ideas 
mentioned earlier: that of “manufacturing” asocial self, and of many aspects of 
the selfbeing “liable to be taken up or dropped at will.” This is an important issue, 
for it opens the door for a deliberate and planned reconstruction of selfhood guided 
by explicit values and goals. 

The social constructionist view is beginning to have more of a following in 
psychology in recent years, although the inspiration often comes not from Berger 
and Luckmann, but from other earlier thinkers such as Giovanni Vico (1668-1744), 
Lev Vygotsky (1896-1934), and Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951).Prominent 
among the contemporary constructionists are Kenneth Gergen, Rom Harre, and 
John Shotter. Some of their work will be referred to later on where appropriate. 

The Freudian Ego: Controller of Impulses and Interpreter 
of Meanings 

Freud offers a distinctive perspective on personhood and the ego, which has 
spread its influence greatly on the public at large, but not so greatly on the 
mainstream of academic psychology in North America. Freud conceived of the 
ego as a differentiated region of the id, which he thought of as a reservoir of 
biologically endowed libidinal energy that formed the psyche from birth. In his 
view, the id impulses, or passions, operate according to the pleasure principle, 
which is blind to consequences arising from either the realities of the external 
world or from the ethical demands ofthe social world. Freud assigned the ego the 
task of protecting the individual from the dangers of the outside world and 
equipped it with reason and ability to control the body’s movements. This implies 
that the ego accounts for cognition and conation, while the id involves all of affect. 
Thus, between the two of them, the ego and the id account for the trilogy of mind. 
There is no ambiguity in Freud’s model as to the relative strengths ofreason, will, 
and affect; the ego barely manages to keep the unruly id under control. Indeed, 
Freud (1923A961,p. 25) himself compared the ego to the rider of a horse of greatly 
superior strength with the use of borrowed forces. Freud equates the whole 
individual or psyche to the id, and conceives of the ego as but a differentiated 
portion ofthe id that arises for, and remains to be in the service of, the id. Freud’s 
theory provides an elaborate account ofhow the ego develops through the experi¬ 
ences of childhood and continues to channel psychic energies in habitual ways. 

According the Freud, the newborn child’s psychic energies are naturally 
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directed to the mother, the provider of nutrition and succor. She is the child's first 
and foremost object of emotional investment, or cathexis. Focusing primarily on 
the male child, Freud thought that the young boy encounters the father as a rival in 
winning mother’s attention and love, with the father becoming a prime target ofhis 
hatred, or negative cathexis. But the father is also often an indulgent provider and 
protector, and is too powerful and desirable to wish away. The child is thus in a 
quandary, insofar as he (and Freud spoke mainly, although not exclusively, ofthe 
male child) must balance the mutually opposing forces of hatred and love for the 
father. The little boy is said to resolve this problem, called the Oedipus complex, by 
identification with the father figure, and by internalizing his image as the ego-ideal 
and his dictates as the conscience. The ego-ideal and the conscience together are 
said to constitute the superego, which becomes a differentiated portion of the 
psyche. With the resolution of the Oedipal dilemma, then, the ego becomes a 
controller of forces arising from three sides: the demands ofthe congenital id from 
within, from the superego developed during childhood and lodged inside the 
psyche, and from the demands of reality from the outside. 

The ego is said to channel the id impulses in various ways: byrepressing them 
back into the unconscious, or by deflecting them onto desirable or harmless targets, 
i.e., through sublimation, projection, and other such defense mechanisms. While 
the ego is supposed to be on day duty, so to speak, as an “energy manager,” at night 
it doubles as a censor, deleting all the nasty expletives threatening to barge into the 
civil territory of awareness and dressing up unruly thoughts in innocuous garbs if 
and when they manage to enter the dreams. This latter task involves meaning- 
making through the manipulation of symbols, and the understanding of their true 
meaning requires interpretation by an analyst who has been analyzed during the 
process of training. As noted by Ricoeur (1970), the Freudian model can be 
properly understood as an amalgam ofthe metaphor ofenergy exchange, following 
from Freud’s natural science background and his Flelmholtzian legacy, and the 
interpretive aspect derived from the exegetic, hermeneutic, and literary traditions. 

Couched in the language ofenergy and grounded in 19th-century physiology, 
Freudian psychodynamics made deep inroads into the establishment ofAmerican 
psychiatry. However, the Freudian claims to scientific status did not find affinity 
with the behaviorist views of science. For behaviorists such as Skinner, the ego 
looked much like a homunculus, which had no place in science. The fact that in 
Ego and the Id, Freud (1923/1961) himself referred to the ego as the “cortical 
homunculus” (p. 26) simply made the matter worse. Against this background, 
Freudian psychology became marginalized within the behavioristically dominated 
academic psychology in North America. Several neo-Freudian models, however, 
are making an impact, the object-relations perspective being most prominent 
among them (Kohut, 1971; Winnicott, 1965). In my view, accounting for the 
investment of affect is the greatest strength of such models. To the extent that 
object-relations psychology focuses on the investment of affect onto self-objects. 
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it may be considered a legacy of the energetics aspect of the Freudian model. It is 
often said to use a plumbing metaphor; it is as if what one experiences depends on 
what the ego lets out from or pushes back into the reservoir of the id — or what 
leaks out regardless. The legacy of the interpretive aspect survives in the form of 
the metaphor of the text and is supported by allies in the growing popularity of 
hermeneutics. 

In the previous chapter, the hermeneutic or interpretive implications of 
Freudian psychoanalysis were noted in connection with the work of Ricoeur, 
Lesche, and other authors. While Carl Lesche (1985) points out the importance of 
the interpretation of the meaning of contents of dreams and the like in the 
analysand’s self-understanding, David Bakan (1958) emphasizes the importance 
of the interpretation of symbols. In Sigmund Freud and the Jewish Mystical 
Tradition (1958), Bakan argues thatFreud‘s approach to dream interpretation was 
analogous to and followed from the techniques for deciphering the symbolic 
meanings conveyed by the words of the scripture (the Torah), which were devel¬ 
oped in the mystical tradition of the Kabbala. Without going into the validity of 
Bakan’s claims, it may be noted that Freud’s interpretive techniques were aimed 
not at understanding the scriptures, but at the analysand’s self-understanding with 
the help of a trained analyst. Given the focus in the present volume on self¬ 
understanding, I would like to note interesting parallels and differences between 
the hermeneutic approaches of psychoanalysis and Advaita Vedanta. As we shall 
note in the following chapter, the Advaitists also use interpretive techniques in 
self-understanding. However, unlike the Freudian approach the Advaita asks 
interested persons to focus directly on the “scriptural” texts - the Upanisads- to 
help discriminate the transcendental Selfbeyond her or his ego (ahamkara) which 
is wrapped up in ongoing thoughts and emotions. Also, while the Kabbalistic 
mysticism focused on symbolic meanings hidden in the subtext, the Advaitic 
mysticism tries to help attain the direct experience of the self-as-subject in an 
altered state ofconsciousness. To help understand such parallels and differences, it 
is necessary to clarify the differing meanings of the terms self and ego and the 
varied conceptions of self-understanding associated with them. 

The Many Meanings of, and Many Perspectives on, the Self and Ego 

The views of self presented above are just a few of a bewildering array of 
differing definitions and diverse perspectives that populate the vast literature on 
the self. In addition to these conceptions of the self and ego there is a long list of 
hyphenated terms used by psychologists, all including the term self or ego in 
them: self-esteem, self-image, self-actualization, self-realization, self-identity, 
ego-enhancement, ego-identity, and so on. There are countless publications on the 
concept of self-esteem alone. Psychologists have devised numerous methods for 
their empirical investigation (Wylie, 1974/1979). Regardless of the differences 
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among them, the myriad concepts of or about the self and ego all pertain to the 
domain of the person. Some, such as James’s, cover the whole of the person; 
others, such as Cooley’s and Freud’s, indicate a differentiated part of region of 
personhood. While some, such as Mead, place the self squarely in the interpersonal 
space, others, such as Freud, examine the ego primarily within the intrapersonal 
sphere. There is a good deal of difference among the different conception of the 
self in terms of their relative emphasis on one or another aspect of the trilogy of 
mind. Sometimes the term se//refers to one of the many Jamesian selves, or a 
temporary phase of it, while at other times the same term is used to designate 
something perpetual that unites the many changing aspects ofpersonhood of selves 
into aSelf-or the “Self of selves,” as James called it. 

There are differing reactions to the varied conceptions of the self and the 
widely differing usage ofthe same term that often means something very different 
when used within specific theoretical frameworks or in different contexts. Some 
find this cacophony confusing and write the selfoffin desperation. Others gather in 
distinct groups, such as the Meadian scholars and the ego-psychoanalysts, adding 
to psychology’s disunity. Some ambitious ones like Gordon Allport try to propose 
new terms with the hope of developing common understanding. But meanings 
cannot be legislated, and new perspectives keep on emerging, and scholars use the 
same old terms with different definitions or to add a twist to the argument. Often 
in conversations where persons steeped in differing approaches get together, mis¬ 
understandings occur, and sometimes scholars keep talking past one another. 
What to do to avoid misunderstandings and talking past one another? I do not think 
there is a quick fix. What I would prefer to do is to specify whenever appropriate 
whether the self is being used in a Jamesian, Meadian, or a Jungian sense, so as 
to try avoid certain common confusions. 

Before closing this section, I would like to return for a moment to the 
definition ofthe self as “knower, thinker, feeler, and doer -all in one blended unit 
of a sort that guarantees the continuance of all becoming,” which, as noted earlier, 
Gordon Allport (1955) attributed to P.A. Bertocci (1945). This definition stands out 
against definitions that emphasize only the affective or the cognitive or some other 
specific aspect ofpersonhood. It tries to cover most ofthe territory ofpersonhood, 
unlike many others that focus on some part or other of the whole person. Inter¬ 
estingly, this definition ofthe self is an almost exact translation ofthe Upsanisadic 
view ofthe person as one who knows, feels, and acts (jnata, bhokta, karta). Given 
the centuries and continents that separate Bertocci and Allport from the ancient 
Indian Upanisads, the similarity between them is very remarkable. Indeed, 1 find 
it strong and promising enough to serve as a conceptual bridge between the 
psychologies oflndia and the West, and this volume is an attempt to build such a 
bridge. Regardless of such confidence in the degree of similarity between these 
definitions of selfhood, 1 wish to point out an important difference between 
Bertocci’s and the Advaita Vedantic views ofpersonhood and selfhood. 
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As Bertocci indicates, his emphasis is on portraying the self as something that 
blends varied and continually changing thoughts, feelings, and actions into a unit 
of a sort that ensures continuance and Becoming, i.e., continual changes in 
personhood. By sharp contrast, the Advaita Vedantists suggest that cognitive, 
affective, and volitional aspects of personhood cannot adequately account for the 
unity in the multiplicity of selves or for the sameness underlying the changes. They 
postulate a transcendental Self to account for the Being behind the Becoming, a 
center of experience beyond the person as one who knows, feels, and acts 
(Paranjpe, 1987). This issue of what accounts for the unity in multiplicity and for 
sameness despite change in persons is widely known as the problem ofidentity, to 
which we now turn. 


Identity 

Persons are not static entities. As biological organisms persons must grow and 
adapt to a continually changing environment. The bodily Me matures over years, 
grows into adulthood, deteriorates in old age, and eventually stops functioning. 
There are corresponding psychological changes. Forinstance, cognitive capacities 
and various urges get stronger with bodily growth, use, and socialization, bringing 
ever new horizons, new hopes, and fears. As social beings we must adapt to the 
constantly evolving social organizations and their norms that undergo historical 
changes. As such, the Jamesian social Me must evolve as well; new roles are 
added, ways of playing them are reviewed, new friendships develop, some old 
ones deteriorate, and so on. The Jamesian spiritual Me undergoes corresponding 
changes as well. Over the decades, a lot of changes take place, and it is difficult to 
find a single aspect of the person that remains the same. There are of course factors 
that bring stability in the sea of change: career and marriage, lasting friendships, 
commitment to an ideology and core values - all of these tend to provide stability 
as well as meaning to many lives. Nonetheless, none of these factors can be 
guaranteed to last forever and provide an unbreakable backbone for selfsameness. 
Some ofthe most intimate relationships sour after decades; friends leave; spouses 
drift, divorce, or die; careers are threatened by economic and technological 
changes; some persons undergo religious or ideological conversions; and some¬ 
times situations arise where one’s most highly cherished values have to be 
abandoned. In some instances, inner or outer changes arising from illnesses, 
unemployment, natural disasters, social revolutions, and the like are so strong as to 
threaten or even break the strongest and the most stable ofselves. In many societies 
around the world today, an increasing number ofmarriages end up in divorce, and 
radical technological change and economic globalization have made the idea of 
lifelong careers a thing ofthe past. Indeed, what, if anything, remains the same in 
face of diverse and major changes through the life cycle is a vexing question that 
has not yet been answered to everyone’s satisfaction. 
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Yet, on the other hand, most people have an unmistakable sense of having 
been the same persons throughout their lives. This is probably as true in today’s 
rapidly changing world as it was in putatively stable times of the past. Today’s 
old man would probably be as convinced of being the same little boy he was 70 
years ago as William James was in his old age a century ago. Most of us, for the 
most part, are able to develop and maintain a sense of continuity and sameness 
throughout our lives, despite various types of discontinuities and deep and diverse 
changes through decades of the life cycle. There are of course some exceptions to 
this general rule; there are occasional cases of amnesic fugue where people forget 
who they are and might even start a new life as someone else, but such cases are 
very rare (Abies & Schilder, 1935; Crabtree, 1985, pp. 36-38; Braude, 1995). 

At any rate, to say that a person, or anything, for that matter, has changed and 
yet remained the same is a paradox, for sameness and change are opposites of 
each other, and two opposite statements cannot be true at the same time. This 
conundrum has been called the “paradox of identity,” and a whole set of issues 
connected with it has been labeled the “problem of identity.” William James 
(1890/1983) was convinced that personal identity had been “justly regarded as the 
most puzzling puzzle with which psychology has to deal” (p. 314). He devoted a 
significant portion of his chapter on the self to discuss the various solutions 
suggested from Descartes onward to help solve this puzzle. After critically review¬ 
ing the positions of major Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment thinkers on the 
problem of identity, William James thought that the problem was “metaphysical,” 
and left it to the philosophers to deal with. During the century that has since passed, 
psychologists have followed James’s advice and have stopped being bothered by 
the problem of identity. Erik Erikson is a prominent exception to the psychologists’ 
apathy in this regard. In the meantime, some philosophers have continued to 
struggle with the problem, but a wide gap has developed between the philosophical 
and psychological perspectives on identity. In Chapter 3,1 shall present an outline 
of Erik Erikson’s perspective on identity. Here, 1 wish to discuss some historical 
developments in thinking about identity, since despite their relevance to psychol¬ 
ogy, they are generally missed because of contemporary psychologists’ divorce 
from both history and philosophy. During the course of this discussion, I wish to 
clarify certain issues that are in my view necessary to help make the connection 
with the typical Indian approaches to the problem of identity. 

Perspectives on the Problem of Identity: Historical Background 

When John Locke articulated the concept of person, he made it quite clear that 
the issue of personal identity was inextricably connected with the notion of 
personhood. This connection follows directly from the forensic implications of 
the notion of personhood, for in the judicial context, it is imperative for the court to 
ensure that the person being accused, convicted, and sentenced is the same as the 
one whom reliable witnesses saw committing the alleged crime, and not someone 
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else. A mistaken identity would certainly mean a miscarriage of justice. Our 
conception ofjustice is founded on the assumption that one and the same person 
resides in a body throughout the life cycle. There would obviously be a problem 
ifmany different personalities were to be in charge of a body at different times, as it 
seems to happen in the rare but not too uncommon cases of multiple personality. 
Assuming that Dr. Jekyll commits a crime and is imprisoned, it would not be fair to 
keep his body in prison when Mr. Hyde is in charge of it. Locke (1690/1959) 
probably did not know about multiple personalities, but he discussed its implica¬ 
tions by imagining that it would be “possible for the same man to have distinct 
incommunicable consciousness at different times” (Vol. l,p.461). 

Locke also recognized that continued existence of the same person in the 
same body was a precondition for ajust ascription of rights and duties, and that a 
complete change in personhood would pose a problem. He raised this issue by 
means of a parable in which a prince’s soul enters a cobbler’s body (1690/1959, 
Vol. 1, p. 457). This parable presents a purely imaginary scenario, but what was 
purely imaginary in Locke’s time has become fairly plausible owing to advances in 
medical technology. A few years prior to Dr. Christian Barnard’s first successful 
heart transplant in 1967, the philosopher Sydney Shoemaker (1963) imagined a 
scenario in which two persons’ brains are surgically transposed. The purpose of 
this thought experiment is to discuss the problem of personal identity following 
the lead of Locke’s parable of the prince and the cobbler. Imagine that such a 
transplant succeeds and A‘s brain survives with his memories in B’s body, but A’s 
body dies. In this scenario, problems are bound to arise in regard to who is dead and 
who is alive, and it will be difficult to decide whose insurer would have to pay for 
the settlement of claims and whose survivors would be the beneficiaries. For the 
time being let us set aside the suggested solutions to this complicated issue and 
simply note that the problem of identity is inevitably and inextricably connected 
with the issue of ownership, privileges, and liabilities of persons. 

Although Locke was arguably the first one in the history of Western thought 
to articulate the connection between the idea of personhood and the problem of 
identity, he was not the first one to either recognize the connection between them or 
to suggest a solution. A case in point is Descartes’s notion of the soul as an 
indivisible substance that survives the body’s death. Although the idea of the 
survival ofthe soul till the Day of Judgment was prompted by Descartes’s Catholic 
background, for him it was not simply a theological baggage to carry. For 
Descartes, as for many others, it was important to think thatjustice must ultimately 
be done. Since the body is clearly perishable, and since many persons do not get 
what is rightfully due them during their lifetime, it seemed necessary for Descartes 
to postulate that the soul, which putatively enjoys and suffers as a consequence of 
its good and bad deeds, must be assumed to survive until the day when God would 
set the record straight for every soul that ever lived. Like Descartes, Locke too was 
interested to see thatjustice is done, but as a practical man concerned with civic 
matters in a world tormented by religious dogma, Locke was concerned more with 
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justice here on earth than in the other world. Descartes, following the traditional 
distinction between the notions of substance and attribute, viewed thoughts as 
continually changing attributes that inhere or reside in an unchanging substrate or 
a substance called the soul. The idea here is that the soul-substance remains the 
same while thoughts change, just as the substance we call water remains un¬ 
changed despite changing from a fluid to a gaseous vapor or solid ice. Locke 
rejected the Cartesian explanation of personal identity in terms of the identity of 
substance, and preferred to account for it in terms of the identity of consciousness 
and in the mind’s capacity to retain impressions of past events in memory. 

During the course of the history of Western thought, both the Cartesian and 
Lockean ways of accounting for personal identity have been challenged and 
rejected by many thinkers. The Cartesian doctrine of two different kinds of 
substances was criticized by Hobbes in his own time, and it has been in an endless 
controversy ever since. William James has offered by far the most devastating 
criticism of Descartes’s substantialist solution to the problem of identity. James 
pointed out the “merely verbal character” (1890/1983, p. 329) of the notion or 
substance, for the Cartesian notion of the soul is nothing more than a mere label 
attached to what can never be verified by direct observation or any other means. 
A definitive critique of Locke’s view of memories as the basis for personal identity 
was suggested early in the 18th century by Joseph Butler (1736/1975), who pointed 
out that “consciousness of identity presupposes, and therefore cannot constitute, 
personal identity” (p. 100, emphasis added). The argument here is that it is implicit 
in the very notion we call remembering that a certain idea occurs again to the same 
person who had experienced it sometime before. What Butler was pointing out was 
the logical priority of the notion of identity over that of memory. It is interesting to 
note in this connection that some Indian thinkers were clearly aware of the logical 
priority of personal identity over the notion of memory centuries prior to Butler. 
For instance, Badarayana, who composed his Vedanta aphorisms 15 probably in the 
second century of the Common Era, counters the Buddhist thesis of the momen¬ 
tariness of selfhood by suggesting that the fact that we remember proves the 
nonmomentariness, or continued existence, of the Self. 

It is my impression that after Locke, Western thinking about personal identity 
developed in different directions; two rather distinct approaches are illustrated 
in the ideas of Thomas Reid (1710-1796) and David Hume (1711-1776). Reid 
(1785/1975b) rejected Locke’s notion that personal identity is explained by the 
identity of consciousness. His argument was that insofar as 


[consciousness, and every kind of thought, are transient and momentary, and have no 
continued existence, it would certainly follow, that no man is the same person two 
moments of his life; and as the right and justice of reward and punishment are founded 
on personal identity, no man could be responsible for his actions, (pp. 116-117) 


Such an amoral conclusion was unacceptable to Reid. “If you ask a definition of 
identity, I confess 1 can give none,” said Reid (1785/1975a), “it is too simple a 
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notion to admit of such a definition” (p. 108). Like Butler, who had said earlier 
that the idea of personal identity is presupposed in the concept of memory, Reid 
said that personal identity ... implies the continued existence of that indivis¬ 
ible thing which I call myself’ (p. 109; emphasis altered). 

Reid’s idea that personal identity is a simple notion that cannot be further 
explained, but must be presupposed, is echoed in recent times in the work of the 
philosophers Ludwig Wittgenstein andP. E Strawson. Wittgenstein’s main point 
was that in the ordinary language, the word person and such expressions as the 
same person are used to refer to most people who have continuous memories of 
past events rather than, say, memories of only odd days on odd days and of even 
days on even days. If we did meet people with split personalities who alternate on 
even and odd days, we would perhaps devise expressions to suit such cases, but we 
do not. To put it differently, continuity and selfsameness in persons is common 
enough, so we can take it for granted (see Wittgenstein, 1958, pp. 61-62)In trying 
to explain the notions of the pure ego, person, and personal identity, Strawson 
(1959/1963) uses the expressions “logically primitive” (p. 98) and “logically 
prior” (p. 99). Strawson seems to use the term “primitive” in the Wittgensteinian 
sense. According to Wittgenstein (1945-1948/1970), a “primitive” concept is 
prelinguistic in the sense that “a language game is based on it, that it is the 
prototype way of thinking and not the result of thought” (p. 95e; emphasis 
original ). Looked at in this sense, we need not explain the concept of identity in 
terms ofthe sameness of substance, composition, nature, properties, essence, or in 
other such ways; the problem of identity is not a genuine problem; it is a 
pseudoproblem arising from the language game we have invented. This way of 
dealing with the problem of identity is a classic instance ofthe Wittgensteinian 
way of “dissolving” aproblem by showing that the so-called problem is an artifact 
of linguistic usage. In my view, although it is reasonable to accept that selfsame¬ 
ness in persons is assumed, it cannot be dismissed as a pseudoproblem, for, as I 
hope to show later on, the questions like “What remains same in me?” or “What 
can I afford to change in my self?” raise profoundly existential issues that cannot 
be ignored as minor irritants arising from imperfections of language. 

Writing decades before Reid, Hume approached the issue ofpersonal identity 
quite differently. Instead of taking it as a presupposition necessary to understand 
phenomena such as memory, as Butler had suggested before him, Hume tried to 
tackle the problem of identity in a couple of different ways: first, by trying to 
explain it with the use of an analogy of the identity of a ship, and second, by 
looking for empirical evidence for the seifs continued existence. Let us examine 
these Humean approaches. Regarding explanation by analogy, Hume (1739/1978) 
said: “A ship, of which a considerable part has been chang’d by frequent repara¬ 
tions, is still considered as the same”; similarly, an “infant becomes a man, and is 
sometimes fat, and sometimes lean, without any change in his identity” (p. 257). 
What is implied here is that, according to Hume, what we mean when we refer to 
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“a ship” is a vessel to carry one across a river or a lake; the essence of a ship lies 
in its function, not in the parts that make this function possible. Since the changes 
ofparts do not affect the continuation of this function and its usefulness to us, the 
changes can be safely ignored. By analogy, the change in the weight, organs, or 
physical composition of the body or change in the contents of the mind do not 
matter. But such reasoning does not adequately answer what is of essence in 
persons, nor does it tell us what, if anything, remains unchanged in persons. 
Hume’s other strategy to help solve the problem of identity is to actually peep into 
the mind and see ifthere is something in it (perhaps the so-called self) that remains 
the same. After searching for a self in his own mind, Hume found nothing that 
remained unchanged, and declared that no such thing as the self existed. Hume’s 
denial of the self had many deep implications that invited a strong, dialectical 
response from Kant. The dialectics of the Humean denial of the self and Kant’s 
affirmation of the same is an important chapter of Enlightenment thought that is 
particularly relevant for the present discussion for two reasons: First, as I will try 
to show, the Humean denial and the Kantian affirmation of the self and identity are 
two radically different approaches that are not mere historical curiosities, but have 
followers in contemporary psychology. Second, their mutual opposition is paral¬ 
leled by the Buddhist denial and the Upanisadic affirmation ofthe self. As such, the 
Humean and Kantian views deserve to be discussed in some detail. But before 
turning to such a discussion, it would be useful to explain different and often 
mutually contradictory meanings that the terms self and identify have acquired 
over the years, so it will be easier to understand what is being affirmed and what is 
being rejected in the name of a self. 

The Different Meanings of the Terms Self and Identity 

We have already surveyed the different ways in which the terms self 'and ego 
have been defined by major 20th-century thinkers such as James, Mead, Cooley, 
and Freud. Following James’s notion ofthe self, with a lower case “s,” the term 
self is sometimes used to designate one ofthe many “selves,” such as bodily self or 
one’s occupation self, and so on. Sometimes, however, the term self is understood 
as the Jamesian Self, with a capital “S,” meaning something that accounts for a 
unity ofthe many social roles we play, or an abiding selfsameness underlying our 
changing roles and social identities. Ironically, one comes across a similar mutu¬ 
ally contradictory usage ofthe term identify. While in common language we use 
expressions such as one’s national or professional identity, which imply the many 
different and changeable self-definitions, we also use the term identify to designate 
personal identity, the principle that ostensibly accounts for the unity and sameness 
of a person across time and space. In teaching undergraduate classes in North 
America, I have often heard students complaining about the confusion caused by 
such ambiguous usage ofthe terms. There is no simple solution to this problem: 
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people not only tend to misunderstand words, they are also free to redefine terms as 
they see fit. Again, we need to remember that meanings oflexical items cannot be 
legislated; lexicographers simply describe the terms as commonly used, often 
adding new definitions to the already existing repertoire as new usages become 
established. The Oxford English Dictionary {(JED) lists many different meanings 
of the term identity that are currently in vogue. Of these, I would like to point out 
the following three, since they refer to different aspects ofthe problem of identity: 

1. The quality or condition of being the same in substance, composition, 
nature, properties, or in particular qualities under consideration; absolute 
or essential sameness; oneness. 

2. The condition or fact that a person or a thing is itself and not something 
else. 

3. The condition of being identified in feeling, interest, etc. 

The first set of meanings clearly refers to the philosophical implications of the 
problem of identity. It involves the concepts of substance, essence, and others, 
which several philosophers have discussed in detail over the centuries. In the 
foregoing discussion we have seen how Descartes proposed the concept ofmental 
substance as a way of solving the problem of identity, and we also noted James’s 
criticism of the substantialist position. 1 will return to some of the implications 
ofthe Cartesian dualism later on in connection with the concepts of self-as-agent 
and other relevant points. I also will discuss the conceptions ofidentity as absolute 
sameness and oneness in the context of the Kantian and Advaita Vedantic ap¬ 
proaches to the problem of identity. As I will attempt to show, the meaning of 
identity as absolute sameness and unity does not imply some arcane and obtuse 
issue fit for the arid zone oflogical acrobatics and linguistic hairsplitting, but refers 
instead to some deeply existential aspects of the problem of identity. 

The second meaning of identity, namely, “the condition or fact that a person 
or a thing is itself and not something else,” is at the heart ofthe forensic conception 
of personhood. In the forensic or judicial context, such as a police lineup or in 
giving testimony in a court, witnesses help establish the identity ofthe accused by 
con firming that the accused person is the same as the one who was witnessed while 
committing the alleged offense and not someone else. There are a number of 
factors leading to unreliable testimony: inaccuracies in perception and memory, 
confusion arising from similarities between the accused and others at the scene of 
the crime or in the police lineup, the witness’s conscious or unconscious desire to 
see or project the accused in a positive or negative light, and so on. Psychologists 
are often called on to testify in court proceedings as experts on such psychological 
matters as inaccuracies in perception, memory, and so on. But generally we do not 
hear of any philosopher’s being asked to testify on matters of logic or being 
consulted on the validity of the essentialist or other definitions of the concept of 
identity, and so on, because the concept of identity is hardly ever questioned. 
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Nobody thinks that the criminal may have suddenly metamorphosed into someone 
else; the identities (in the sense of the continued existence) of the accused, 
witnesses, prosecutors, as well as defense lawyers and expert witnesses are 
presumed. In the usual affairs of daily life, the continued existence and selfsame¬ 
ness of persons are taken for granted, or are axiomatic; it does not need or deserve 
philosophic analysis or contemplation. It is in this Wittgensteinian “primitive” 
sense of the word that the term identity is used in reference to a variety of identity 
papers such as the driver’s license, passport, library card, or various other types of 
“photo ID.” The purpose of such papers is to establish the presenter’s ownership 
of a certain piece of property, his or her eligibility to drive a car, or the right to 
cross an international border, or the privilege to borrow a book, and so on. In other 
words, the meaning of the term identity in the variety of papers involves a variety 
of civic rights and privileges associated with personhood. Erikson has coined the 
term “paper identity” to refer to this meaning of identity. 

The third meaning ofidentity, as “the condition ofbeing identified in feeling, 
interest, etc.,” is rare according to the OED. But in my view, this usage is quite 
common, particularly in psychology. This meaning is implied, for instance, when 
someone speaks of one’s “Canadian identity” or “my identity as professor.” Such 
usage suggests that the speaker feels identified with a certain nationality, vocation, 
or other aspect of her or his social existence. When we are asked, “Who are you?” 
the answers we tend to give are different depending on the situation and the 
context. Thus, if asked “Who are you?” in a college, a person might say “I am a 
professor,” but in his son’s school he would say I am Bobby’s father; in a hobby 
shop, “I am a stamp collector”; and in a psychology discussion group, the correct 
answer might be “I am an extrovert.” In such matters, a person’s so-called identity 
is clearly changeable from one situation to another. Moreover, our identifications 
with social roles, hobbies, personal traits, and such are changeable through the 
course of life history. It is not uncommon for people to change their nationality, 
ideology, vocation, close friends, spouse, family, lifestyle, and so on without ever 
doubting that they are one and the same self they have always been. In general, the 
term identity is often used in a social context to designate that with which a person 
identifies him- or herself in particular situations during given periods of time — a 
group membership, an ideology, a religion, or with some “location” on the social 
map, to put it in the words of Peter Berger (1966a). As we shall see in the next 
chapter, Erikson deals with identity primarily in this sense, and calls it the 
psychosocial identity of persons. 

It should be clear from the foregoing discussion that the term identity is 
used to refer to widely varied meanings, all associated with different aspects of 
personhood. The central issue is concerned with reconciling of the polarities of 
unity versus diversity, and sameness versus change in regard to personhood. In the 
West, as in the Indian tradition, the question of what if anything remains the same 
in personhood has been tied closely with the concept of self, insofar as self was 
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often the term used to refer to the principle of unity and sameness in persons. 
Before we turn to the discussion of these issues, we may ask: Why should anyone 
bother with this set of problems? To whom and how would they matter? 

The Problem of Identity: How Does It Matter? 

The most common usage of the term identity that we come across almost 
daily is in regard to identity papers. As noted, the purpose of identity papers is to 
certify and thereby protect a person’s rights or privileges of one sort or another. 
Given that in such matters, it is assumed that every person continue to be one and 
the same person, the questions of what if anything remains unchanged in them 
seems irrelevant. If so, why should anyone worry about what remains the same in 
persons? 

Indeed, most people, for the most part, are not bothered about what accounts 
for their continued sameness or identity. That most people can afford to ignore the 
problem ofidentity does not mean either that it is solved or that it has been ignored. 
It has indeed proved to be one of the most puzzling puzzles of all times, and 
personal identity continues to be a very active area of research in contemporary 
philosophy (see Vesey, 1974;Rorty, 1976;Hirsch, 1982; Shoemaker & Swinburne, 
1984; Noonan, 1989; Harris, 1995). Inkeeping with the analytical approach typical 
of modem Anglo-American philosophy, numerous contemporary philosophers 
have been engaged in solving the problem ofidentity using the logical analysis of 
complex, usually imaginary, scenarios. As noted in the previous chapter, many 
contemporary philosophers have concocted a variety of imaginary situations 
involving brain bisection and transplants to help address various aspects of the 
puzzle ofpersonal identity (see, for example, papers by Bernard Williams, Derek 
Parfit, and Thomas Nagel, inPerry, 1975). Although the imaginary scenarios might 
help throw some light on logical and ethical issues associated with the problem of 
identity, Wilkes (1988) is perhaps right in suggesting that on the whole they divert 
attention from problems of “real people.” But if most “real” people can and do 
happily go about their daily life as ifthe problem did not even exist, for whom and 
in what way is the problem of identity relevant and important? 

Personal identity is a nonissue as long as things keep moving smoothly in an 
average expectable environment, but it has the potential to be problematic for 
almost everybody under certain circumstances. It is somewhat like the transporta - 
tion system that is taken for granted as long as it works smoothly, but becomes a 
huge problem in case of an accident, a workers’ strike, or other such situations. 
Although very few people split into multiple personalities, all of us must play 
multiple roles every day and keep the multiple selves united into a single whole, 
and occasionally face role conflicts that have a potential to split us apart. Nobody 
can stop changing; all of us must cope with change and maintain a sense of 
selfsameness. All of us risk a breakdown, as some individuals do in the face of 
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sudden and radical shifts in the environment during calamitous crises. In general, 
the degree ofdifficulty in the development and maintenance ofunity and sameness 
increases in proportion to the range or diversity ofintemal differentiation and the 
degree and rate of change that an individual faces. Coping with inner diversity and 
change is a matter appropriate for psychological study, even as trying to solve the 
paradox of identity is a task fit for philosophical inquiry. 

Erik Erikson’s essay, “The Problem of Ego -Identity,” first published in 1956, 
is an important landmark in the psychological study of the problem of identity. 
We will look closely at Erikson’s views on this matter in the next chapter. What 
makes it psychological is that it deals with the various internal and societal factors 
that induce changes in persons through the life cycle and their trials and tribula¬ 
tions in coping with the changes and in developing and maintaining a sense of 
selfsameness in face ofthe changes. According to Erikson, “identity crises,” i.e., 
periods in which some individuals experience difficulties in the development and 
maintenance of a sense of selfsameness, occur predominantly during late adoles¬ 
cence and early adulthood. This should not be surprising against the foregoing 
discussion, because adolescence is a period marked by major and rapid internal 
changes induced by puberty, which also coincides with major changes demanded 
by social expectations of transition from childhood to adulthood. Rapid and major 
historical and social changes add to the biologically induced difficulties of transi¬ 
tion to adulthood and exacerbate a youth’s difficulties in maintaining a sense of 
selfsameness. Also, complex societies that offer their youth opportunities to 
choose from a much wider variety of occupations, ideologies, and lifestyles than 
less complex societies do, thereby make it more difficult to find a suitable place in 
society and to integrate the diverse roles and ideals into a meaningful and unified 
sense of self. Given the increased rate of social and technological change and 
increasing acculturation of diverse cultures in the process of globalization, an 
increasing number ofpeople are facing greater difficulties in developing a sense of 
identity than ever before. It is possible that the sociocultural climate in the so- 
called postmodern era might alleviate the situation somewhat by tempering expec¬ 
tations ofconsistency and stability from individuals. These types ofissues arejust 
beginning to be raised; they are among the challenges that contemporary re¬ 
searchers must face in the near future. 

It is necessary to clarify a simple but important implication of identity in the 
sense that it implies “the condition ofbeing identified in feeling, interest, etc.,” to 
something or other. If one adopts a strictly determinist position, one assumes that 
what a person identifies with is determined by factors beyond individual control, 
whether the factors be of social, biological, environmental, or psychological 
nature. We shall discuss the issue of freedom versus determinism in Chapter 6. 
Assuming for a moment that individuals can choose among at least a small range of 
alternative persons, groups, ideals, and ideologies with which to identify, the 
choice matters a lot. Choosing to be a dancer rather than a geologist, a Catholic and 
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not a Communist, nor a provincialist as opposed to an internationalist makes 
consideable difference to not only the identity of the chooser, but also to others. 
Identification ofthe individual with other persons, groups, ideas, ideals, and so on 
is a matter of investing one’s affect, oflove, concern, indifference, or hatred. Here 
we may remember William James’s idea quoted earlier in this chapter that love, 
whether self-love or love for objects, is “liable to be taken up or dropped at will.” 
Moreover, as several schools of Indian thought suggest, it is possible for individ¬ 
uals to intensify the investment of affect in objects oflove if they choose and/or 
to cultivate affective neutrality. We will discuss the strategies suggested for such 
modification of affect in Chapter 5. If indeed such strategies are effective, it may be 
possible for persons to modify their psychosocial identities to a great extent. 

Finally, “Who ami?” is the most significant issue, with profound existential 
implications foraperson. In principle, there may be an unlimited variety ofways in 
which one could construe, define, and shape one’s own self; at one extreme one 
could commit suicide or hurt oneself in a variety ofways, and at the other extremes 
one could work toward some form or other of gratification, fulfillment, self- 
actualization, self-realization, liberation, or some such ideal. Moreover, one could 
conceivably choose between changing oneself toward some form ofbetterment or 
trying to discover some unchangeable state. In the history ofthe Western tradition, 
Heraclitus and Parminides are known to have offered two rival models, the first 
advocating perpetual change while the latter preferred stasis of changelessness. 
Similarly, in the Indian tradition. Buddhism and Advaita Vedanta offered alterna¬ 
tive models, one emphasizing Becoming or change and the other Being and 
permanence. It will be useful to explore these alternatives and see how they view 
the problem of identity. 


The Denial and Affirmation of the Self in India and the West 

I have discussed this issue elsewhere (Paranjpe, 1995b, in press) at greater 
length. Here, I am restricting the discussion to fit the scope of this chapter. To 
that end, I shall first focus on the denial and affirmation of the self by Hume and 
Kant, respectively. After outlining their contrasting positions, I will try to show 
how their approaches are echoed in contemporay psychology in the views of 
Skinner and Erikson, respectively. Although neither Skinner nor Erikson explicitly 
discuss their views in light of Humean or Kantian positions, they seem neverthe¬ 
less to be selectively influenced by these intellectual forebears. Following this 
discussion, I wish to compare the Hume -Kant dialectic with that of Buddhism - 
Vedanta. To help clarify the issues involved in comparing such contrasting views 
across the cultural gaps that stand between them, it is necessary to sharpen the 
questions one might ask in this context. The questions may be framed as follows: 
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1. What is it that is either affirmed or denied in the name of the self? 

2. What are the grounds on which the validity of propositions is claimed? 

3. What are the interests, values, and goals that may have guided a given 
inquiry in a certain direction, and what are the practical consequences that 
follow from their respective conclusions? 

It should be easy to see that these questions follow the typical trilogy of ontology, 
epistemology, and axiology common in Western philosophy. Although such a 
tripartite division is not common in Indian thought, I think it is not unreasonable 
to apply it to the Indian context. 


The Historical Origins of the Dialectics of the Self in Western 
Thought 

St. Augustine’s quip, “For ifl am deceived, so I am,” is arguably one ofthe 
oldest statements affirming the existence of the self in Western thought. It was 
sometime during the early 5th century CE that St. Augustine said this, in his City 
of God (1950, xi, 26, p. 370), in response to the Academicians, i.e., Plato’s 
followers ofhis time, who were challenging him about the validity ofhis claims to 
the existence of a soul or the self. Augustine ’ s defense against their doubts was that 
no doubts could ever be expressed unless there exists a doubter in the first place. In 
the 17th century, Descartes invoked the same line ofargument in defense ofthe self 
while combating his own radical doubt against assumptions of all kinds. Des¬ 
cartes’s famous words, “I think, therefore I am,” are recognized as a sign ofhis 
“rationalist” approach, since the grounds of this affirmation reside in the implicit 
argument that if we admit that thinking of some sort is going on, then it is absurd to 
deny the existence of the thinker. 

During Europe’s Age of Enlightenment, Descartes’s views provided the 
background for the debates over a number of issues between the Continental 
Rationalists such as Descartes, Leibniz, and Kant, on the one hand, and the British 
Empiricists such as Bacon, Locke, and Hume, on the other. The basic bone of con¬ 
tention during the course of these debates was the origin, nature, and validation of 
knowledge. As to the nature of the existence of the self, David Hume emerged 
as the strongest nay-sayer, instigating an equally strong response from Immanuel 
Kant. To understand the grounds ofHume’s rejection ofthe self, we need to look 
into the principles ofthe empiricist epistemology handed down by his intellectual 
forebears, Bacon and Locke. As noted in the previous chapter, these include the 
metaphor of the mind as a mirror and the notion of knowledge as primarily an 
image of an object in this mirror. It may be recalled that Hume found no support for 
the concept of cause for want of any mental images of what might be seen as 
“causes” in the real world. Hume’s conclusions in this matter undermined the 
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faith inNewtonian science, which was about to become the cornerstone ofWestem 
thought. The impact of Hume’s skepticism went much farther than shaking up 
the foundations ofnatural science; it undermined ethics as well, since, ifcausality 
andnecessity are denied, intentions could not be guaranteed to bring about relevant 
actions anymore than natural causes could be counted on to bring about relevant 
effects. And where would intentions emanate from except the mind, and who 
would prompt them other than the self? Given his tacit acceptance ofthe Cartesian 
dualism, Hume expected the self to be ensconced somewhere in the mind rather 
than out there in the world. But given his commitment to empiricism, Hume could 
validate the existence ofthe self on the basis of some kind of an experience of it, 
and not on the basis ofan argument like the one Descartes had suggested. Against 
this background, Hume, a tireless inquirer, set out to “look” for a self in the 
contents of his own mind. 


Hume’S Denial of the Self 

Theresults ofHume’s introspective explorations are well known; heaffirmed 
not only for himself but for “the rest of mankind” that the mind was “nothing but 
a bundle or collection of different perceptions” (1739/1978, p. 252); there is 
nothing to unite the perceptions and provide a sense of sameness throughout life. 
Contemporary psychologists may be expected to be reasonably familiar with 
Hume’s views, since William James quotes them extensively inhis famous chapter 
on the self. However, there is not much discussion in contemporary psychology of 
the Humean position ofthe self, not even in textbooks ofthe history ofpsychology. 
Psychologists seem to think of it as a dead issue; many behaviorists apparently 
accept Hume’s conclusions, while the self-theorists ignore them. At any rate, in 
my view there are some important implications ofHume’s way of “looking” into 
the mind in search ofthe selfthat are worth considering. First, this looking implied 
that what was to be discovered had to be an objectto be observed, something like a 
flower or a billiard ball, as it were. Like other objects in nature, this object was 
expected to cast an “impression,” or an accurate reflection, in the mind’s mirror. 
Second, Hume’s approach, like that ofhis predecessor Locke, was molecularistic; 
knowledge was assumed to originate from elemental mental images or “ideas,” 
and complex ideas representing complex objects were assumed to be matchingly 
complex compounds of simple ideas. Here are Hume’s words from his famous 
passage on personal identity: 

But self or person is not any one impression, but that to which our several impressions 
and ideas are suppos’d to have a reference. If any impression gives rise to the idea of self, 
that impression must continue invariably the same, thro’ the whole course of our lives; 
since self is suppos’d to exist after that manner. But there is no impression constant and 
invariable. (1739/1978,p. 251) 
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It is obvious from Hume’s words that he was indeed “looking” for something that 
is invariable throughout the lifetime ofaperson, and such a thing, he thought, must 
be an object to be known through its equally invariable, ifperhaps also matchingly 
complex, mental image. What a set of assumptions. How could one expect to 
obtain in one’s mind a sensory image - a picture - of a self or a person that never 
changes? Even James, who quotes the above words, misses the point that Hume 
had looked for, at best, the self-as-object. It is ironic that James, who goes to great 
lengths in making the distinction between self-as-subject as well as the self-as- 
object, ignores that Hume’s search was wrongheaded from the very start, in that it 
completely ignores the possibilities and prospects for the self-as-subject. The self- 
as-subject is, by definition, not an object to be seen, heard, ortouched, but rather is 
the experiencer of sights and sounds that is not itself seen, heard, or touched. 
Moreover, insofar as Hume was aiming at the self-as-object, how could he expect 
the bodily Me, the social Me, or the spiritual Me (meaning the ideas and other 
contents of the mind) to cast a fixed image in the mind, since all of them keep 
continually changing throughout life? Although James missed this point, his 
overall assessment ofHume’s work, namely, that Hume’s “Associationist The¬ 
ory” fails to account for the unity of the mind, is nevertheless correct. So much 
for the Humean search for the self, which was (mis)guided by an epistemology 
based on the mirror metaphor. 

At any rate, what was the result following from the conclusion of Hume's 
inquiry? Given that Hume’s skepticism had undermined the project of science, as 
well as that of ethics, his introspective inquiry added a serious doubt about the 
existence ofhis own self. Hume took the implications of his doctrines seriously, 
and the effect on his emotional state was disastrous. In his concluding remarks, 
Hume said: 

Where am I, or what? From what causes do I derive my existence, and to what condition 
shall I return? Whose favour shall I court, and whose anger must I dread? What beings 
surround me? and on whom have I any influence, or who have influence on me? I am 
confounded with all these questions, and begin to fancy myself in the most deplorable 
condition imaginable, inviron’d with the deepest darkness, and utterly depriv’d of the 
use of every member and faculty. (Hume, 1739/1978, p. 269) 

Thoroughly disgusted with the state to which the empiricist denial of the self had 
taken him, Hume said: “... lam ready to throw all my books and papers into the 
fire, and resolve never more to renounce the pleasures of life for the sake of 
reasoning and philosophy” (p.269). This was a personal sentimental ending of a 
remarkably cold and impersonal inquiry into the self. Indeed, Hume gave up 
philosophy in actual life and turned to something “interesting” instead. Remarks 
Conze (1963b): appalled by his own nihilism, [Hume] turned away from 

philosophy and occupied himself with re-writing the history of England in the 
interest ofthe Tory Party” (p. 114). Such reference to the personal life of an author 
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would appear to be an ad hominem kind of remark that is shunned in the 
atmosphere of cultivated impersonality in contemporary philosophical and scien¬ 
tific discourse. Then again, it is interesting to ask: When the self itself is the object 
of inquiry, could (or should) an inquirer remain completely unaffected by the 
implications of his conclusions for his own self? As is well known, Kant was so 
disturbed by reading Hume, that he set out to bring order to the worlds of science, 
ethics, and the self that Hume’s conclusions had undermined. Before turning to 
Kant though, let us take a took at Skinner, who is as emphatic in the denial of the 
self in our times as Hume was in his. 

B. F. SKINNER: An INTELLECTUAL SUCCESSOR TO BACON AND HUME 

In considering Skinner to be an intellectual successor to Hume, I do not wish 
to suggest either that Skinner’s model is directly derived from Hume’s orthat it is a 
replica ofthe Humean model. Indeed, there are basic differences between Hume's 
and Skinner’s views of what it means to “know” anything; for Skinner (1974), 
knowing involved forming “rules for action” (p. 139) in relating to the world and 
was not a matter of having images in the mind. Nevertheless, various kinds of 
difficulties in obtaining valid knowledge of the “self’ provided the basis for 
Humean as well as Skinnerian denials ofthe self. Skinner (1974) complained, for 
instance, that knowledge of the supposed “inner causes of behavior ” - attitudes, 
traits, or a self-was “entirely inferential” (p. 159). There are of course other, 
additional grounds for Skinner’s denial ofthe self, especially the agentic self. In 
About Behaviorism, Skinner (1974) flatly declares that “[tjhere is no place in the 
scientific position for a self as a true originator or initiator of action” (p. 225). In 
rejecting the mind and accepting aphysicalist ontology and in accepting amecha- 
nistic view ofhuman action, Skinner reflects the views ofThomas Hobbes, which 
we shall examine in Chapter 6. At any rate, Skinner’s response to the denial ofthe 
selfwas considerably different from that ofHume. To understand why, itwouldbe 
useful once again to review the history of ideas that shaped his perspective. 
Skinner’s own writings provide clues in this regard. 

In his autobiography, Skinner (1983) notes how he had become “thoroughly 
Baconian” (p. 406) after reading Farrington’s (1964) Philosophy of Bacon, and 
identifies three Baconian principles that he followed most closely: (1) Bacon’s 
insistence on studying nature, not books; (2) the Baconian dictum, “Nature to be 
commanded must be obeyed;” and (3) Bacon’s utopianism, whereby Skinner’s 
Walden Two is directly inspired by Bacon’s New Atlantis (see Skinner, 1983, pp. 
406-413).In About Behaviorism, Skinner (1974) clarifies how he followed Bacon 
in viewing knowledge as power: 

We do not act by putting knowledge to use; our knowledge is action, or at least rules for 
action. As such it is power, as Francis Bacon pointed out in rejecting scholasticism and 
its emphasis on knowing for the sake of knowing.... The advancement . .. of learning 
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proposed by Bacon was the furthering of human behavior in the interest of the human 
condition, and the achievements of modem science show that he correctly foresaw its 
character, (p. 140). 

Judged from Skinner’s Baconian standards thus articulated, Hume would appear to 
be no successor to Bacon, but a throwback to the abominable scholastics guided by 
the sterile principle of “knowledge for its own sake.” Skinner, however, is a true 
Baconian; his search for knowledge is guided by the benign and benevolent goal of 
the “improvement of the estate of man [sic], ” as Bacon had put it. The value of 
improving the human condition guides Skinner’s inquiry, although his commit¬ 
ment to value-free science seemed to prevent its expression in his scientific and 
technical writings. Skinner did express his values clearly, but their expression was 
sequestered from the scientific world and tucked away in his extracurricular 
writings. In the preface to the 1969 edition of his utopian novel, Walden Two, 
Skinner (1948/1969) says that his behavioral technology was to be used to create a 
society without quarreling, suspicion, jealousy, and competition and to promote 
mutual trust, love, and cooperation among people. These ideals are as sacred as 
motherhood, and 1 think hardly anybody would question him. Nor would anyone 
suspect Skinner’s sincerity in pursuing them any more than Bacon’s. But unlike 
Bacon, Skinner’s focus is not so much on the control of Nature as on the control 
of human behavior in pursuit of an ideal society indicated in his Wcdclen Two. 

Control is one of the central themes of Skinnerian psychology that has 
generated a lot of controversy. If the Skinnerian technology of behavioral control is 
to be used for bringing about an ideal society as per design, then only those who 
understand the principles and goals of control would get to be controllers. But who 
would be the controllers and whose behavior would they control? Some critics had 
suspected that Skinner himself wished to be the controller — some kind of a 
benevolent dictator! In his autobiography, Skinner (1983, p. 321) has responded to 
all such suspicions and criticisms, and I see no reason to believe that Skinner had 
any dictatorial ambitions. Even if Skinner himself would not be the controller, 
would not some particular person(s) or group(s) have to be in the driving seat? In 
About Behaviorism, Skinner (1974, p. 206) suggests that it is a mistake to think that 
some particular individual - a compassionate therapist, industrialist, or scientist- 
would control everyone else. In his view, questions such as “who will control and 
to what end ” are irrelevant or misdirected, because behavior is controlled not by 
“persons” but by a variety of contingencies of reinforcement, i.e., by food, words 
of praise, various aversive stimuli, and other such observable entities. Skinner’s 
view of control is consistent with his denial of the concepts of self and person- 
hood. For in his worldview, persons or agentic selves simply do not exist; 
observable entities orphenomena such as food orelectric shocks do. Since there is 
no such thing as a self, the idea of self-control would be meaningless from the 
Skinnerian vantage point. Ironically, Skinner does not dismiss the concept of self- 
control; indeed, Skinner (1953) devotes an entire chapter of Science and Human 
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Behavior to this topic. Moreover, the psychologist Joe Kamiya(1972) has tried to 
show how Skinnerian operant techniques can be effective in establishing self- 
control over the electrical activity of the brain, thereby attaining the so-called 
“higher” states of consciousness. It is interesting that such applications of the 
techniques ofbehavior control are closer to Yoga, which implies a “psychology of 
the self,” than to the Skinnerian model fashioned after Max Meyer’s (1922) 
Psychology' of the Other-One. 

Skinner’s denial of the self seems to follow the denial of the theological 
doctrine of the soul, which is accompanied by antireligious feelings, clearly and 
strongly expressed by Max Meyer, a fellow behaviorist whom Skinner quotes in an 
approving tone. Indeed, the antireligious attitudes that prevail in scientific circles 
are understandable against the backdrop ofthe inquisition ofnumerous pioneering 
scientists such as Vesalius and Galileo. Against this background, trying to relate 
Skinner’s attitude toward control ofbehavior with the Baconian view of a God- 
given mandate would seem unreasonable. It is interesting, however, that Skinner 
himself has commented on the role of religious doctrines in shaping his views. In 
his autobiography, Skinner (1983) says: “Much of my scientific position seems 
to have begun as Presbyterian theology, not too far removed from the Congrega¬ 
tional ofJonathan Edwards” (p. 403). These words, flowing from Skinner’s own 
pen, are clearly relevant in understanding the meaning he attaches to the denial of 
the self. 

It is important to note that in this context that Skinner (1983, pp. 402-403) 
explicitly recognized that his conception of a completely determined system of 
behavior is basically a reinterpretation ofJonathan Edwards’s view ofthe doctrine 
of predestination. Skinner draws an important implication of a fully deterministic 
view ofbehavior: “Certainly it would be inconsistent to blame our sins on our 
genetic and environmental histories while continuing to claim credit for our 
achievements” (1983, p. 408). By the same token, it would be equally inconsistent 
to take credit for one’s accomplishments and feel proud about them. Skinner took 
these ideas seriously and personally, as suggested by the following words: 

My analysis of the role of the individual in Beyond Freedom and Dignity was so 
convincingthat by the time I finished the book I actually did not feel that I had written 
it. I do not mean that I attributed it to some mystical “other one.” There was no divine 
afflatus. My book was the inevitable consequenceof what had happened to me and of 
what I had read. (1983, p. 409) 

Notwithstanding Skinner’s clearly secular stance, the surrender of will implied in 
the quote resonates with the theme of self-denial suggested by the popular ex¬ 
pression “Thy will be done” in the Lord’s Prayer, a common Christian prayer. In 
his autobiography, Skinner points out the parallel between his views of self-denial 
and those ofthe late medieval Christian author, Thomas aKempis. Skinner puts it 
in the following words: “Assigning one’s achievements to one’s genetic and 
environmental histories is an act of self-denial that would have been understood by 
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Thomas a Kempis” (1983, p. 408). To put it in historical context, let me note 
Thomas a Kempis’s views of self-denial expressed in his famous work, The 
Imitation ofChrist( 1470/1903). Following Matthew (16.24 and 19.21),Thomas a 
Kempis exhorts: “My son, thou canst not possess perfect liberty unless thou 
wholly renounce thyself ... Leave concupiscence and thou shall find rest” 
(1470/1903,pp. 168-169).Thomas a Kempis further exhorts us to stop pursuing 
self-interest and to give up covetousness, inquisitiveness, and gossiping. Skinner 
could not say all this under the banner of science, but he indicates close agreement 
with such views in his brief discussion ofThomas aKempis’s self-denial. Skinner 
explicitly recognizes that his denial of the self has many parallels in varied 
contexts: “The theme turns up,” he says, “in mundane philosophy (e.g., Schopen¬ 
hauer’s annihilation ofthe will as the way to freedom) and literature (e.g., Conrad’s 
Secret Sharer learning that true self-possession comes from self-abandonment ). It 
is, of course, a strong theme in Eastern mysticism.” (Skinner, 1983, p. 408). 

Immanuel Kant’s Affirmation of the Self 

Immanuel Kant, who once said that he was awakened from his “dogmatic 
slumber” by the somber implications ofHume’s conclusions, which had simul¬ 
taneously undermined Newtonian physics on the one hand and the Protestant ethos 
on the other. Kant tried to do so by legitimizing the principle of causality in the 
sphere of science and by affirming autonomous agency and the concept ofperson- 
hood within an ethical framework. True to the intellectual legacy of Gottfried 
Leibniz (1646-1716)and Christian Wolff (1679-1754), Kant’s approach was 
distinctly “rationalist.” His attack on the Lockean model followed Leibniz’s tack, 
who had responded to Locke’s notion ofthe mind as a tabula rasaby saying that 
only a mind that is attentive and prepared can know something or other; a totally 
empty mind cannot accomplish anything (see Robinson, 1976, pp. 260-262). 
Knowing does not mean simply reflecting what is out there like in a passive mirror, 
but actively organizing the information received through the senses. Kant elabo¬ 
rated this notion of the active mind that must begin with something in it from the 
start by conceiving of a set ofthe categories ofthe understanding with which the 
human mind is putatively equipped from birth. 

Rychlak (1981) likens this Kantian notion ofthe initial preparedness ofthe 
mind to apreformatted sheet as opposed to the Lockean metaphor ofthe mind as 
a blank sheet of paper, and represents the point of view built into the mind by way 
of this preparation by a pair of glasses one wears, as it were, while inspecting the 
sensory data. This view suggests a top-down model ofthe acquisition of knowl¬ 
edge, where one begins with abstract and general ideas, rather than necessarily and 
always beginning with concrete data. The main activity of the mind involves 
placing an observation in one ofthe preexisting (i.e., a priori) categories ofthe 
understanding-white -black, edible-nonedible, and so on-and by comparing it 
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with other bits of information, as more or less desirable, and so on. Throughout 
the period of time that may elapse from the moment the mind first notices some 
object, places it in, say, the “edible” category, andjudges it as desirable enough to 
try eat immediately, the mind, as knower, must remain one and the same entity, or 
else it could not accomplish the task ofknowing something and acting accordingly. 

To help understand how so, let us imagine that, half way through the process 
of acquiring information and judging its nature, the mind or the self-as-knower 
suddenly splits itself into two or more separate entities or gets transformed into 
something else other than its starting nature. Then, in the case of a split from 
within, the different “parts” of the knower would have to somehow unite together 
and combine the bits of information acquired by different parts at different times 
or else break the process ofknowing before its completion. And should the knower 
change to something else halfway through the process, how could the new knower 
that has acquired only the later part of the information complete the process 
without the benefit ofthe information acquired by the earlier self? To put it simply, 
the unity and sameness of the self-as-knower are the necessary conditions for the 
very possibility of knowledge. If the mind were a mere bundle of ideas passively 
witnessing or mirroring the world by way of an unconnected series of ideas, as 
Hume thought it was, then the very possibility of knowledge would have to be 
denied. It is simply absurd to think of the self-as-knower in any terms other than 
unity and continued existence. 

This reductioadabsurdum represents atypical Kantian maneuver. It supplies 
the second, rationalist fiMwctoXhe edifice ofthe Enlightenment project ofNewton- 
ian science at a time when its first, empiricist pillar started to shake as soon as 
Hume took Locke’s bottom-up approach to its logical conclusion. In his Critique of 
PureReason, Kant (1781/1966) says: 

The reason why we postulate for every thought absolute unity ofthe subject is because 
otherwise we could not say of it, I think (the manifold in one representation). For 
although the whole of a thought may be divided and distributed under many subjects, the 
subjective I can never thus be divided and distributed, (p. 255) 


Further, he adds, “Whatever is conscious ofthe numerical identity of its own self 
at different times, is ... a person” (p. 259). As can be easily seen, this line of 
argument leading to the postulation of the self-as-knower can be applied, mutatis 
mutandis, to the self-as-agent. For it should be clear that a course of action would 
be impossible without the continued existence of some agency that would initiate a 
course of action and cany on until accomplishing its intended goal. Small wonder, 
then, that Kant speaks explicitly of the “ permanence of the agent” (p. 163, 
emphasis original). It is widely believed that Kant’s affirmation ofthe Pure Ego 
or the self-as-knower in the Critique of Pure Reason was indeed effective in 
restoring the confidence in Newtonian science. Similarly, with his affirmation of 
the “autonomy of the will as a supreme principle of morality” (p. 59), in the 
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Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals, Kant (1785/1909) tried to 
uphold the ethical aspect of the Enlightenment project. Finally, in his Critique of 
Judgment, Kant (1790/1987)triedtoexplaintheroleoffeelings in aesthetic as well 
as moraljudgment. Thus, Kant affirmed the continued existence ofPure Ego and 
united the trilogy of mind, so as to demonstrate the logical viability of the concept 
of personhood along with the notion of personal identity. 

Against this background, there should be no ambiguity as to what is affirmed 
by Kant by way of the Pure Ego and on what grounds. Kant (1781/1966) was 
explicit on the point that “[t]he identity of consciousness at different times is ... a 
formal condition only of my thoughts and their coherence, and proves in no way 
the numerical identity of my subject” (pp. 259-260;emphasis added). Kant was 
clear that his arguments proved the unity of thought only until that particular 
thought persisted, and in no way proved a lifelong unity and continuity of the 
subjective experience of the “I” that underlies the chain of thoughts. In fact, Kant 
adds in a footnote (1781/1966,p. 260) the metaphor of a series of discrete elastic 
balls representing each unitary pulse ofcognition, such that each ofthese separate 
balls transmits the contents of its consciousness to the next. In such a case, 
although there would be a multiplicity of separate Jamesian Thoughts, the result 
would be the impression of the continued existence of the Thinker. Here, Kant’s 
argument is qualitatively similar to Hume’s metaphor ofthe boat, which keeps the 
continuity of its function despite the changes ofparts under repair. Although such 
metaphors provide some understanding ofhow a sense ofcontinuity might emerge 
through a succession of changing parts, it provided no proof for the numerical 
identity of an entity such as the boat or a person over a period oftime. The fact that 
Kant repeatedly speaks ofthe “logical identity ofthe I” (1781/1966, p. 260) 
suggests that he implied “logical” in opposition to “factual.” It should be clear 
from the above discussion that (1) what is affirmed by Kant as the Pure Ego is the 
continued existence ofthe self-as-knower as a necessary condition for the possi¬ 
bility of knowledge, and that (2) the only ground for its affirmation is logical 
postulation designed to escape the absurdity of its denial. 

Against this background, we may consider James’s criticism ofthe Kantian 
position: James’s criticism is that (l)the Kantian “transcendental Ego” is not 
verifiable. This is correct because, as a mere logical postulate, the ego exists only in 
the logical space, so to speak; it has no place in the world of observation or 
experience. (2) As suggested by James, Kant’s position is ambiguous, because on 
the one hand the Pure Ego is thought of as a condition for the possibility of 
knowledge, making it a (presumably passive) element in the equation that could 
not actively contribute to the process ofknowing. On the other hand, the Pure Ego 
is also considered an agent, which must be actively engaged in the process of 
knowing and practically dealing with the world. How could something be both a 
passive condition and an active process atthe same time? (3) As James (1890/1983) 
pointed out, “by Kant’s confession, the transcendental Ego has no properties, and 
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from it nothing can be deduced.... The Ego is simply nothing: as ineffectual and 
windy an abortion as Philosophy can show” (pp. 344-345). In my view, this 
criticism is abit too harsh; for ifKant’s arguments were able to restore the strongly 
shaken faith in Newtonian science and Protestant morality in the Western world, 
they could not be worth nothing as James claimed. Yet, James is right to the extent 
that the Kantian postulation of the Pure Ego would make little difference in the 
life of most people; there could be no practical gains or existential benefits 
following from it. 

Jean Piaget and Erik Erikson: Intellectual Successors to Kant 

If one looks at the work of Piaget and Erikson against the backdrop of the 
intellectual history ofthe Western tradition, both ofthem might be seen as intellec¬ 
tual successors to Kant. Despite the many differences between their work and the 
work of Kant, there are significant aspects of their theories that are built on a 
Kantian foundation. Piaget explicitly discusses both the points of his agreement 
and disagreement with Kant, and the points ofagreement are significant. Although 
Erikson says very little about Kant, in some ways he illustrates the spirit ofKant 
quite well, arguably better than any other contemporary psychologist. My purpose 
in analyzing the Kantian elements is not simply to conduct an exercise in the 
history of ideas, but to try to explicate the fundamental rationale of some of 
prominent contemporary Western theories to help deepen our understanding. I also 
expect this exercise to provide a framework for a meaningful cross-cultural 
comparison of the dialectics of the affirmation and denial of the self. 

The strongest Kantian legacy expressed by Piaget is in his notion of the 
cognitive schema, which is most central to Piagetian psychology. In Critique of 
Pure Reason, Kant (1781/1966, pp. 121-127) explains that a schema is an inter¬ 
mediate representation of phenomena that stands between an abstract and un¬ 
changeable category of the understanding in the purely rational realm on the one 
side, and changeable sensory representation of the phenomena in the empirical 
realm on the other. At several points in his Biology and Knowledge (e.g., pp. 53, 
117) Piaget (1967/197 l)has clarified how his conception of schema is derived by 
combining the insights ofthe philosopher Kant and the biologist Konrad Lorenz. 
In Piaget’s system, the individual, as an active organizer ofincoming information, 
uses preexisting schemata as if they were pigeonholes in a preforma into which 
pieces ofinformation could be put, as appropriate. In the Kantian theory, as in the 
Piagetian, knowing is a top-down process, starting with ways ofmaking meaning 
that putatively exist within the individual prior to the acquisition of experience and 
information. Thus, according to the Piagetian model, human cognitive develop¬ 
ment originates from the sensorimotor capacities with which a newborn baby is 
able to repeat patterned activities such as reaching out for objects and clasping and 
pulling them. In Chapter 4, we shall discuss Piaget’s model ofcognitive develop- 
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ment and examine its implications forthe development ofthe self-as-knower. Here 
we may note that Piaget (1966) follows Kant closely in understanding not only the 
cognitive aspect but also the moral development of children. In Piaget’s theory, 
human moral reasoning moves from an earlier stage of heteronomy, i.e., being 
directed from outside, through someone else’s (the family’s orteachers’) prompt¬ 
ing, to a more developed stage of autonomy, i.e., being self-driven and guided by 
completely internalized moral principles. This direction of development from 
heteronomy to autonomy is a virtual translation ofthe principles of morals enun¬ 
ciated by Kant (1785/1909) in his Fundamental Principles ofthe Metaphysics of 
Morals. Lawrence Kohlberg (1981, 1984) and colleagues (Kohlberg, Levine, & 
Hewer, 1983), who follow Piaget in his studies ofmoral development, have built 
his system quite explicitly on neo-Kantian lines, often following Rawls’s (1971) 
interpretation ofKant (see Kohlberg, 1984, p.401). Ittries to show how individuals 
tend to arrive at universal ethical principles such as the categorical imperative 
enunciated by Kant. 

In the work of Piaget and Kohlberg, persons are obviously considered to be 
moral agents guided by their capacity to think about what is right and what is 
wrong. Some critics (e.g., Bailey, 1985; Rich, 1985) have argued that Kohlberg, 
like Piaget before him, has paid less attention to feelings than they deserve. Others 
(e.g., Straughan, 1985) have complained that Kohlberg’s theory has neglected the 
complex relationship between moral judgment and moral action. In brief, the 
Piaget-Kohlbergstudies are viewed as overdeveloped on how people think about 
moral issues but underdeveloped on how they feel and act morally. Regardless of 
such shortcomings, Piaget and Kohlberg deserve all the credit for bringing about 
a lush green oasis of studies of the moral aspect of persons in the middle of the 
value-free desert of modern psychology. Their relative neglect of feeling and 
action implies that Piaget and Kohlberg do not do adequate justice to the trilogy of 
the mind that is needed for a well-rounded account of personhood. This should 
partly explain why Piaget and Kohlberg have not been recognized as personality 
theorists in contemporary textbooks. 

By comparison, Erik Erikson provides a relatively more well-rounded theory 
of personhood. He incorporates some of the Piagetian principles of cognitive 
development in his theory and supplements them amply with a rich account of 
affective development as well as a theory of social and identity development. 
Widely recognized as a personality theorist, Erikson speaks more clearly and 
emphatically than any other contemporary personality theorist about the develop - 
ment in the individual of a sense of autonomy and will guided by the feelings of 
shame and guilt, He views the individual explicitly within the framework of a 
social ethos and speaks ofhow, over the span of a lifetime, individuals arrive at the 
“acceptance ofthe fact that one’s life is one’s own responsibility” (1968, p. 139). 
Erikson thus develops a psychological model ofthe person as a responsible human 
being who thinks, feels, and wills. He has tried to place personhood in the center of 
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his theory, as Kant placed personhood at the center ofWestern thought during the 
Age of Enlightenment. Moreover, there is a tolerable consensus of opinion that 
Erikson’s theory places identity at the center of his conception of personhood. 
Against this background, I shall present a fairly detailed overview of Erikson’s 
theory of identity formation in the next chapter. 

The Historical Background of the Dialectics of the Self 
in Indian Thought 

The dialectical opposition between the yea-sayers andnay-sayers in regard to 
the self originated in the history of Indian thought over 2000 years prior to the 
articulation ofsimilar dialectics in 18th-century Europe. A strong affirmation ofthe 
Self, or Atman, is a central topic in the early Upanisads, which go back to the 
ancient era roughly between 1500 to 600 bce. Gautama Buddha (ca. 563-483) 
strongly rejected the Upanisadic claims to apermanent Self. His doctrine ofthe no¬ 
self (anatta) was articulated in the first major system ofBuddhist thought called the 
Theravada, meaning the doctrine of the elders. This system is outlined in a set of 
texts called the Nikayas, or suttas, which were composed in the Pali language 
sometime before the 3rd century bce. Over the centuries, the Upanisadic ideas 
inspired six major systems of orthodox Indian thought, namely (1) MTmamsa 
sometime also called the Purva i.e., earlier) MTmamsa (2) Vedanta or Uttara 
(later) MTmamsa (3) Sarikhya (4) Yoga, (5)Nikaya, and (6) Vaisesika. Ofthese six 
systems, the Vedanta is arguably the strongest supporter ofthe doctrine ofthe Self. 
This system was articulated first by Badarayana in the form of a set of aphorisms 
probably around the beginning of the Common Era, and was developed and 
popularized by Sankara (ca. 788-820) 16and his followers in subsequent centuries. 
Sankara’s strong affirmation ofthe Self was clearly expressed in a dialectical 
opposition to the Buddhist denial of the self. The twin systems of Sankhya and 
Yoga also affirm a permanent Self. I shall discuss their views in Chapter 5. 

The Buddhist denial and the Vedantic affirmation ofthe self readily present 
themselves as topics for East-West comparison. Indeed, serious scholars in 
comparative philosophy have gone to considerable length in comparing the Bud¬ 
dhist position with the Humean (e.g.,Hoffmann, 1980),andthe Vedantistdoctrines 
with those ofKant (Bhattacharyya, 1907/1983). Given the great differences in time, 
sociocultural context, language, worldview, and many other factors that separate 
these apparently similar doctrines, the task of systematically comparing them is 
not easy, to say the least. Edward Conze (1963a,b), a well-known contemporary 
British scholar in the field ofBuddhist studies, has pointed out that the thought 
patterns involved in the denial ofthe selfin Buddhism andinHume’s work are very 
complex, and he has cautioned that this complexity has often led to spurious 
comparisons between the two. To help avoid superficial comparisons, he has 
suggested that comparative studies should look carefully at (1) the specific proposi- 
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tions presented in various texts, (2) the motivation in spelling them out, or the 
guiding purpose ofthe inquiry from which they emerge, (3) the arguments used in 
their justification, and (4) the social, cultural, and religious context in which the 
statements were made. A close look at such contexts should prevent us from being 
misled by “verbal coincidences [that] frequently mask the fundamental diver¬ 
gences” in underlying concepts (Conze, 1963b,p. 105). As can be easily seen, the 
first three ofthe four points suggested by Conze for careful consideration are very 
similar in spirit to the guidelines suggested earlier in this chapter for comparing the 
Humean denial and the Kantian affirmation of the self. To repeat them here, 1 
suggest that it is necessary to specify what is affirmed or denied, on what grounds, 
the goals that guided the inquiry, and the consequences that follow from accepting 
specific conclusions. I propose to follow the same guidelines in making cross- 
cultural comparisons, whileatthe same time keeping Conze’s suggestions inmind. 

As noted by Conze, a distinctive feature of the Indian intellectual tradition 
was its contemplative character. Through the millennia, a contemplative quest for 
truth has gone hand in hand with a deeply personal interest in spiritual well-being. 
Although such a quest sometimes overlapped with what we call “religion” in the 
West, in India religious life was probably not organized around institutions like the 
church, nor was the spiritual quest tied closely to theism. Regardless of their 
doctrinal differences, the “heterodox” Buddhist scholars as well as the “ortho¬ 
dox” scholars ofthe various Upanisadic schools of thought shared a deep interest 
in meditative search for inner peace and personal edification. Yogic techniques 
were a commonly shared aspect of the meditative search for truth; there was no 
need to be a theist or to believe in specific doctrines such as those of Patanjali’s 
Yoga in order to practice meditation. Such connection between meditative prac¬ 
tices, personal spiritual quest, and formal philosophy contrasts with the dispassion - 
ate and impersonal search for truth in the Greek tradition of theoria. Also, the 
emphasis in meditative quest on the evidence of “inner” experience sharply 
contrasts with the insistence on publicly demonstrable truths in the Baconian 
tradition of science. 

By mentioning the contrasts just noted, I do not wish to suggest a complete 
East-Westdichotomy in such matters. As is well known, there has been in fact a 
Western counterpart ofthe contemplative and meditative quest; it is illustrated, for 
instance, in the Neoplatonism ofPlotinus and in St. Augustine’s search for truth in 
the inner domain ofthe human soul. According to Conze (1963b, p. 109), the 
meditative inquiry in the Christian tradition “vanished from sight from Northern 
Europe soon after the Reformation,” although I see clear impressions ofthe same 
in Husserl’s Ideas (1931/1962)andinhis Cartesian Meditations (1933/1977). As 
we shall note in the following chapter, Erikson makes some Biblical references in 
his discussion of identity that echo the meditative and so-called “mystical” 
elements of the Judeo-Christian tradition. But these are rare in contemporary 
psychology. AlthoughWilliamJames’s (1902/1958 )Varietiesof ReligiousExperi- 
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ence pioneered modem psychological studies of mystical and religious experi¬ 
ence, this has remained a taboo topic. Elsewhere (Paranjpe, 1984) I have discussed 
the historical background of this taboo and the problem it creates forEast-West 
understanding on matters relating to the psychology of mysticism. The study of 
meditative practices is atopic closely related to religious and/or mystical experi¬ 
ence because of the putative connection between them. Although meditation and 
the altered states of consciousness to which it is said to lead have caught the atten¬ 
tion of many contemporary psychologists in the East as well as the West, research 
in this area is marginalized; it is rarely included in the mainstream of psychology 
today. We shall return to the issue of altered states of consciousness later on as 
appropriate. Elere it is necessary to briefly refer to it since the evidence supporting 
both the denial and affirmation ofthe self in the Indian context is derived from the 
putative experience ofaltered or “higher” states ofconsciousness attained through 
various meditative practices such as those described in the varieties of Yoga. 

The Affirmation of the Self in the Upanisads 

There were two central topics of inquiry for the ancient Upanisads: the nature 
ofthe self, and the nature of reality as a whole. The Upanisadic sages conceived 
of an ultimate principle of reality, or existence itself, and called it Brahman. A 
major conclusion of their inquiry, which is repeated in several places, is that the 
Self is identical with Brahman. 17 But what does this thesis mean? What were the 
kinds of concerns that prompted their inquiry? By what means did they arrive at 
this conclusion? 

We do not know much about the lives ofpersons who may have authored the 
Upanisads. In the Indian tradition their principles are often considered to be 
inspired or “heard” (sruti), rather than spoken, by embodied humans. Neverthe¬ 
less, the texts say a bit about the kind ofpeople who were engaged in dialogues, and 
the characters in conversation express their mundane as well as lofty concerns. 
One of the famous dialogues about the nature of the self is between the old sage 
Yajnavalkya with his two wives on the eve ofhis retirement from active life (Brha- 
daranyaka Upanisad, 2.3.1 -14;4.5.1 — 15).In this context, the sage says that love 
for such things as family, wealth, gods, scriptures, and everything else that we 
encounter in the mundane life of most people is only the result of our love for our 
own selves. Thus, one loves one’s children not for their sake, but because we love 
to have our own needs (such as the need to be wanted, loved, and so on) satisfied 
through them. Hence, he says, ( selfis the subject deserving ofthe most serious 
study and contemplation. The Svetasvatara Upanisad begins with an account of a 
conversation among a group of scholars who are raising a variety of issues for 
discussion: What is the cause or origin of the world? Is it Brahman (the ultimate 
principle of existence)? Whence are we bom? What sustains our lives? Who 
controls the happiness and suffering in our lives? Is it Time, our inherent nature, 



PERSON, SELF, AND IDENTITY 


117 


necessity, or chance, which determines that? In several places in the text that 
follows, there is reference to the self as an enjoyer and sufferer in life (bhokta) 
Here we see a concern about suffering and happiness blended with a spirit of 
inquiry into profound philosophical issues. 

In a famous dialogue in the Katha Upanisad, a teenage boy, Naciketas, is 
described as engaged in a conversation with Yama, who was believed to be the 
gatekeeper of heaven and hell. This Upanisad offers a very brief but interesting 
account of how the young lad lands in such a strange spot in the first place. The 
story goes that one day Naciketas realizes that his father was giving away all 
his belongings to the gods in a form of sacrificial worship. So he asks his father 
whether he was going to give his son away as well. Shocked by this preposterous 
question, the old man says yes in a fit ofanger, and his words come true. As aresult, 
Naciketas lands at the gate ofheaven and hell, but cannot enter because Yama, 
the gatekeeper and himself the god of death, was away on earth on his regular 
round to pick ripe souls. Upon his return, Yama finds this unexpected guest 
stranded at the gate for 3 days. Embarrassed by having inadvertently failed to 
provide hospitality to this unexpected guest, Yama grants Naciketas three wishes. 
As per his first wish, the boy asks that all his father’s wishes be fulfilled and that he 
be united with a cheerful father. 

This wish granted, Naciketas then asks for the secret knowledge of the 
heavenly fire, which grants him a place in the heaven. For his third and final wish, 
Naciketas asks for the secret of what lies beyond birth and death. Now Yama is 
not ready to grant him this wish; he offers Naciketas a lot of things instead: in¬ 
numerable cattle, horses, elephants, and gold, a great abode on earth, and sons and 
grandsons for as many years as he might desire. Naciketas rejects this offer, saying 
that all worldly pleasures and things are but ephemeral. Yama repeatedly cajoles 
the boy, pleading with him to ask for something else, and offers him an empire on 
earth, immense powers to enjoy the wealth and pleasures, plus chariots, lyres, and 
beautiful heavenly maidens unavailable to mortals. Naciketas turns down this offer 
too, insisting that pleasures of the earth and in the heaven would come to an end 
some time or other; he would rather know what lies ahead right now. 

Pleased by the boy’s determination, Yama commends him for being able to 
distinguish between the pleasurable (preyas) and the Good (sreyas) in the first 
place, and then also for opting for the Good instead of pleasure. Yama decries 
persons blinded by the lure of wealth and pleasures and appreciates Naciketas’s 
rare aspiration to reach for something higher. Upon hearing this, Naciketas pleads 
with Yama to reveal to him the true knowledge (vidya) of what lies beyond what 
is right (dhama) and not right (adhama), beyond the past and the future, saying, 
in other words, that he wished to grapple with the absolute and eternal principles 
(Katha, 2.14). Yama then proceeds to instruct him about the nature ofthe Self, the 
eternal principle in persons that never changes. This principle, Yama says, is tinier 
than the atom and larger than the largest of things, it is the One underlying the 
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Many, the Permanent (nitya) behind the Ephemeral (anitya) in the entire universe. 
It cannot be divided or destroyed; the Self is not killed by the destruction of the 
body. It is by knowing the changeless Self behind all the changes that one attains 
immortality. But the knowledge ofthe Self cannot be obtained by listening to a lot 
of lectures or by reasoning anymore than happiness can be gained by spending 
money. The Knowledge (vidya) ofthe eternal principle (aksara) is quite different 
from the knowledge ofchangeable (ksara) objects in the world. One cannot obtain 
the Knowledge by reaching out to objects in the world; Knowledge ofthe Self is 
hidden deep within the innermost self, in the very “heart” of the person. It lies 
beyond the senses, the mind, and the intellect; its essence cannot be seen with the 
eyes or captured by the mind or by words, for the Self is not observable and 
locatable within physical bodies; it is disembodied, and hence everywhere like 
space. Toward the end ofthe text, the Katha Upanisad (6.10-1 ljexplains that the 
Self is experienced when, through the practice of Yoga, the five senses are held 
back, the mind is undistracted, and the intellect is stabilized. 

We may pause here to reflect on the nature ofthe Upanisadic inquiry. From the 
short description of characters involved in the dialogues, the Upanisadic texts 
convey that the topic of their inquiry was fit for conversations between husband 
and wife, father and son, teacher and student, groups of scholars, and other mortals. 
There is repeated reference to things liked and disliked, to the desire to overcome 
the suffering in the lives ofordinary mortals, and to the aspiration to gain happiness 
higher than that available to emperors on earth and souls in heaven. The kind of 
happiness they thought ofis not the kind that is shared by the residents ofa utopian 
society - the kind that has attracted Westerners from Plato through Bacon to 
Skinner. The Upanisadic quest for happiness and for the highest good is typically 
fit not for the society as a whole, but for individuals aiming at nothing but the 
highest standards and willing to turn away from the mundane pleasures in pursuit 
ofthe same. In pointing this out I do not mean to suggest that the Indian tradition as 
a whole was disinterested in the happiness of the society as a whole or in the 
problems of governance attached to that concern. The popularity of the great 
Indian epics, Ramayana and Mahabharata, is testimony to the abiding interest in 
India in the problems of the society and of its governance. Moreover, a great 
many Indians continue to worship the goddess of wealth, and their unabashed 
interest in the pursuit ofthe pleasures ofthe flesh is displayed in classic sexological 
treatises like the Kama Sutra and the erotic sculptures ofKhajuraho. Yet, there is 
also a strong and historically persistent cultural theme ofthe value ofthe pursuit of 
a perpetual inner source ofnonsensual experience of bliss, which is the guiding 
principle of the Upanisadic inquiry. Let us look a bit closer look at the bliss they 
sought and how one attempts to attain it. 

As the story ofNaciketas indicates, the bliss sought by the Upanisads was 
neither worldly pleasure nor otherworldly in the sense ofwhat is putatively gained 
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in heaven. It was not “religious” in the sense that it was to be dispensed through 
the grace of God. Although the story ofNaciketas features a god called Yama, he 
recommends the practice of Yoga as a means to attain i t - a means available to 
ordinary mortals here on earth. As noted by Dasgupta (1922/1975), and rightly in 
my opinion, “[tjhere is no relation here of the worshipper and the worshipped and 
no prayers are offered to it, but the whole quest is of highest truth, and the true 
self of man is discovered as the greatest reality” (Vol. 1, p. 33). There is a deep 
concern in the Upanisads for the highest Good, and yet the Upanisadic thinkers are 
eager to take the inquiry beyond the realm ofthe right and the wrong. This stance is 
consistent with the dispassionateness ofthe Greek theoria; it even echoes the spirit 
of “value-free” science. Yet, to the extent that the Good (sreyas) is sought, the 
Upanisads show no interest in changing the world as does Baconian science, and 
like St. Augustine they look inward for truth. 

Here, insofar as the Self affirmed by the Katha Upanisad is nonspatial, 
indivisible, and indestructible, it might seem to be the same as the Cartesian 
unextended soul-substance. However, the similarity between the two is quite 
superficial; the Upanisads did not equate the self, soul, and the mind as Descartes 
did, nordid they think ofthe Self as a substance with thinking, or cogito, as its main 
attribute. Besides, while Descartes thought in terms of a thoroughgoing dualism 
that equated the self with the mind and attributed to it the capacity to experience 
pleasure and pain, most Upanisads thought strictly in monistic terms and con¬ 
ceived ofthe Self as beyond the mind and beyond the experience of pleasure and 
pain. Although the Upanisads were concerned with overcoming suffering, they 
were not motivated by the concern to avoid damnation on the Day of Judgment, 
as was Descartes. Indeed, it seems fair to say that what the Upanisads thought the 
Self was is inextricably connected with how they suggested it should be known. 
Unlike Descartes, whose “meditations” essentially displayed an exercise of the 
power of reasoning, the Upanisadic quest was fundamentally contemplative. 
Indeed, the Upanisads inspired apsychology andaviewofconsciousness radically 
different from Western psychology in the shadow of Descartes. 

The Mandukya Upanisad explains in 12 short versus the stance that is 
necessary to adopt in order to know the Self. At the outset it declares that the Self is 
identical with the Brahman (ayamdtmd brahma). Then it goes on to distinguish the 
various states of consciousness and their distinctive features. First is the wakeful 
state of consciousness characterized by an outwardly cognitive (bahihprajha) 
stance. It allows us to deal with gross (sthula) objects in the public domain ofthe 
external world accessible by means of the five sense organs and the five motor 
organs aided by the mind and the intellect. Second, the dream state is characterized 
as inwardly cognitive (antahprajha) stance, which provides access to the exclusive 
and isolated (vivikta) domain ofthe individual’s private world. Third, the state of 
deepsleep is said to be characterized by a unified (ekT bhuta) stance that is neither 
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inward looking nor outward looking and allows us to enjoy a certain kind of 
quietude and bliss (ananda) Last, th q fourth state of consciousness is described as 
follows: 

Not inwardly cognitive, not outwardly cognitive, not both-wise cognitive, not a 
cognition-mass, not cognitive, not non-cognitive, unseen, with which there can be no 
dealing, ungraspable, having no distinctive mark, non-thinkable, that cannot be desig¬ 
nated, the essence of the assurance of which is the state of being one with the Self, the 
cessation of development, tranquil, benign, without a second. He is the Self (Atman). 
(Mandukya Upanisad, 7th stanza; translation by R. E. Hume, 1931, p. 392; quoted 
without the Sanskrit terms in parentheses) 

It should be obvious from the above that the evidence for the Self affirmed by the 
Upanisads is derived from th q fourth state of consciousness, the like ofwhich is not 
usually recognized either by contemporary psychology or by the empiricist or 
rationalist epistemologies shaped by the Enlightenment thinkers. This is where we 
can see some of the deepest differences between the Indian and Western episte¬ 
mologies in general, and psychologies in particular. This is an important topic that 
deserves some clarification and comments. 

Once again, as noted in the remarks ofConze cited earlier in this section, the 
contemplative approach to truth, which was very much part of the neo-Platonic 
tradition from at least Plotinus to Meister Eckhart, has become marginalized in 
the West. With all the insistence on the evidence of experience in the tradition of 
British empiricism, an unwritten Western convention limits the scope of experi¬ 
ence to the wakeful state of consciousness; the evidence of all other states is 
excluded out ofhand. Freud was an exception to this rule; he tried to open the doors 
to insights to be gained from the content of dreams and from the depths of the 
unconscious, and Jung tried to peek into the mysteries of the “oceanic feeling.” 
However, by and large, Western psychology has neglected the evidence of the 
altered and “higher” states of consciousness. It seems to me that a primary reason 
for such neglect is that the so-called “higher” states attainable through various 
forms of meditation or contemplation have been considered “mystical.” More¬ 
over, the term mysticalhas unfortunately acquired several pejorative connotations, 
such as mysterious, irrational, and dangerous. In a previous publication (Paranjpe, 

1984, pp. 27 —29) I have pointed out how in his essay, “Philosophy in the Twentieth 
Century,” the British philosopher Bertrand Russell (1935, p. 66) has portrayed the 
contemplative approaches as a “lazy man’s philosophy,” and has deprecated 
mysticism in several ways in many ofhis writings (see, e.g., Russell, 1917, pp. 

1 -32)Although many Western psychologists today may have shed such negative 
bias, the study of “altered states of consciousness” has been marginalized. 

The result of the neglect of the evidence of the altered state of consciousness 
in the West is what Charles Tart (1972) has called the “state-specific sciences.” In 
the study ofthe natural sciences, the exclusion ofthe altered states does not matter, 
because the subject matter of the natural sciences resides in the public domain, 
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accessible to all through the wakeful state of awareness. But their exclusion from 
psychology restricts the very subject matter ofpsychology, which should normally 
include the entire domain of experience, including the whole spectrum of the 
varied states of consciousness. As noted, the exclusion of experience altogether 
from psychology leads to an approach like Skinner’s, which rejects the self out of 
hand along with the mind and becomes a study ofthe behavior of others. It is ironic 
indeed that those who sing the glory ofempiricism ask us to rely on the evidence of 
experience, but the range of experience we are supposed to rely on in the name of 
science is severely limited. Although the rationalist epistemology allows us to 
include abstractions “added by the mind” to what is given in experience, the 
rationalist approach, too, restricts its scope to the wakeful state of awareness. 
Nevertheless, the rationalist approach provides an invaluable complement to 
empirical knowledge, and as far as self-knowledge goes, reason can merely 
provide a strong argument in support ofthe need to grant the continued existence of 
the self-as-knower, as Kant’s contributions have shown. However, such an ap¬ 
proach does not provide any experiential evidence to help verify the existence or 
nature ofthe self-as-knower. It is precisely by providing verifiable sources of self- 
knowledge that the Upanisadic tradition complements the shortcomings of the 
combined resources of empiricism and rationalism. 

What the Upanisads offer is not simply a doctrinaire affirmation of the Self, 
plus some verbal pointers to on essentially indescribable Self; they also offer a 
clear account of what would be attained through the experience of the Self, and 
suggest specific ways to get it. The TaittirTyaUpanisad (2.1), for instance, describes 
the Brahman to be attained through the realization ofthe Self as the Truth (satyam), 
Knowledge (jnanam), and Infinite (anantarn). One who knows this, it declares, 
has all desires fulfilled. Further (in 2.5), it says that the Self consists of Bliss 
(ananda). The TaittirTyaUpanisad (2.8) also provides anaccount ofagraded series 
ofincreasingly higher levels ofbliss. It starts by counting the happiness attained by 
a strong, agile, and well-read youth, who has the world’s wealth at his disposal, as 
the base unit ofbliss: the highest that a human being can enjoy. A 100-fold ofthis, 
it suggests, is the bliss ofthe angels, and a 100-fold of that is the bliss of certain 
other species of superhuman creatures, and so on. Through such a geometric 
progression, it finally estimates the Bliss of Brahman to be 100 quintillion times 
higher than what a young, well-endowed human being can enjoy. One is not sure 
whether to dismiss this estimate as a hyperbole, for bliss is said to be something 
beyond both pain and pleasure, and because its search is said to demand the 
resolute cultivation of dispassionateness. Be that as it may, the consequence of 
experiencing the Self is supposed to be most highly positive. If the ways to get 
there are well specified, then it would at least be possible in principle to check on 
the cash value of the sumptuous promissory note. 

The Upanisads do in fact suggest the way to attain Self-realization. The Brha- 
(iaranvoA’flUpanisad (2.4.5; 4.5.6) suggests studying, reflection, and contempla- 
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tion (sravana, manana, nididhvdsana) as steps to be taken for attaining self- 
realization. This suggestion has been explained in detail and developed into a 
systematic “technology of the self’ by generations of followers of the system of 
the Advaita Vedanta The Advaita Vedantic approach will be briefly outlined in the 
next chapter, and the processes involved in the recommended path to self- 
realization will be discussed in cognitive psychological terms in Chapter 4. Here, it 
may be noted that the Upanisads refer to other approaches as well. For instance, the 
Mai tray anTUpanisad (6.18), which is considered one ofthe relatively later Upani¬ 
sads, also mentions breathing exercises and other techniques described in Pataii- 
jali’s Yoga aphorisms as a means to the experience of samddhi an altered state that 
ostensibly involves the direct experience of the Self. If one so desires, one could 
follow the steps recommended by either the Advaita Vedantic or the Yogic path, 
and depending on what one obtains at the end of the path, the Upanisadic 
affirmation of the Self and claims regarding its nature might be either verified or 
falsified. 

The Denial of the Self in Early (Theravada) Buddhism 18 

As indicated by the widely known story ofhis life, Siddhartha Gautama be¬ 
came disillusioned with the wealth and power he enjoyed as a young and happily 
married prince, and, tormented by the sight of suffering, chose an ascetic life in 
search of a radical solution to the problem of suffering. Unlike Hume, a gentleman 
scholar who practiced philosophy as a rigorous intellectual exercise without an 
ostensible purpose other than “knowledge for its own sake,” Gautama passion¬ 
ately followed a contemplative path to help end suffering for himself, and perhaps 
for the world at large. He practiced Yoga, which was part of an established 
tradition, although as far as we know today, an explicit theory of Yoga in the form 
ofPatanjali’s aphorisms had not yet been formulated. That Gautama followed the 
Yogic tradition suggests that he ostensibly believed in the evidence ofthe altered 
states of consciousness. As the story goes, Gautama attained enlightenment after 
practicing austerities for years, and then set out to give his message to the world. 
The texts of Theravada Buddhism are said to state the gist of Gautama’s teachings. 

According to Gautama, the root cause of suffering is the thirst (tanka in Pali) 
for continued existence. It is common for people to try to acquire things that they 
like, to feel attached to the accouterments of the Me and Mine, and to desire for 
their perpetual possession. Bom in this process is the tacit assumption that the 
“I” or self is an abiding entity that will continue to exist, keep the possession of 
good things, hopefully adding increasingly better ones to its stock, in perpetuity. 
But it is self-evident that everything in life, including everything about the person 
as a psychophysical being, is impermanent. According to Gautama, a person with 
mind and body (nama, rupa) consists offive elements (panca khandhas): (l)mate- 
rial form (rupa), (2) feeling or sensation (vedana), (3) perception (sanna), 
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(4) mental dispositions arising from impressions left behind by past experience and 
behavior (samkfiara), and (5) reason or intelligence (vinnana). All ofthese aspects 
ofpersonhood are impermanent. They have no absolute existence; they exist only 
relatively or in loose relationship with one another. It is a fundamental error to 
think of oneself as some permanent entity that is identical with, or in possession of, 
some material form, perception, feeling, disposition, or reason. Thus, if I think of 
myself as having a handsome and healthy body, or a happy feeling, or a humane 
disposition, or possessing superior intelligence, it would no doubt be deeply 
frustrating to find myself no longer to be what I thought I was forever. 

Against the background of this sort of reasoning, what Gautama denied was 
the concept ofthe self, soul, or ego as an abiding or unchangeable entity. It should 
now be clear why the Upanisadic concept of the Atman was unacceptable to 
Gautama. Such denial is very much understandable insofar as the Upanisads 
occasionally use the term Atman in compound forms such asjTvatman, implying 
a bodily self, thereby suggesting a dubious equation of an unchanging soul with a 
mutable living being or an everrevisable cognition. Gautama insisted that the 
impermanent states of perception, feeling, behavioral disposition, and so on 
succeed one another without having any underlying permanent, self-identical 
substance to unite them. Thus far, the Buddhist denial of the self would appear to 
be compatible with the Humean denial of the self. However, the similarity is 
deceptive, because, unlike Hume who rejected a necessary connection between 
cause and effect, Gautama neither questioned causality nor did he doubt the 
possibility of moral action for the questionable connection between intentions 
and subsequent actions. 

One ofGautama’s axiomatic assumptions was the “law of dependent origna- 
tion” (paticcasamuppada in Pali ,prafTtyasamutpdda in Sanskrit), which suggests 
that “from the arising of this that arises; if this is not that does not come to be” 
(, Samyutta-nikaya 11, 64-65;see Conze, Homer, Snellgrove, & Waley, 1954, p. 
66). This amounts basically to the acceptance of causality, which is precisely the 
idea that Hume denied. Moreover, as noted by Rhys Davids (1934, pp. 48-49), 
Gautama believed in the concept of dhamma, which implied acosmic principle of 
orderliness in physical, psychical, and moral domains. The following words from 
Suttapitaka indicate the Buddhist assumption of a moral order in the world: “Not 
of the like result are right and wrong ... Wrong leads to baleful, right, to happy 
doom [sic]” (quoted by Rhys Davids, 1934, p. 49). These words echo the “Law of 
Karma,” which is widely recognized by students of Indian thought as a matter of 
belief shared equally by most schools of Buddhist as well as Upanisadic thought 
throughout the ages. Moreover, most Buddhists also believe in the idea of the 
transmission ofthe consequences of good and bad actions across life cycles. 19 This 
idea follows as a corollary of the doctrine of karma for, given the common 
observation that many good deeds go unrewarded and sins unpunished within the 
same life cycle, all unfinished accounts must be eventually settled. This could not 
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happen except in subsequent life cycles in which the individual would be reborn. 
How could the Buddha believe, on the one hand, in perpetual moral accountability 
ofpersons in an endless series of life cycles and, on the other hand, deny an abiding 
self at the same time? 

The answer to this puzzle lies in the Buddhist view that what transfers from 
one life cycle to another in the “wheel ofexistence” (bhavaccikra) is not some kind 
of a fixed “soul,” but karma, meaning the consequences of good and bad actions. 
A new form of life is born when an old one dies, even as one candle extinguishes 
while passing its flame to the next. Thus, according to Buddhism, as Rhys Davids 
(1901) puts it, “[bjirth is not rebirth, but new birth; transmigration ofsoul becomes 
transmigration of karma; metempsychosis gives way to metamorphosis” (p. 
433). 20 Even if one accepts the idea that after the end of one life cycle a different 
one begins, what about the continuity within any given cycle? Would it not be the 
same person who enjoys or suffers the consequences of one’s own good and bad 
actions while undergoing changes or metamorphoses within a given life cycle? 
Gautama’s unique way of reconciling antinomies like sameness and change, or 
permanence and impermanence, suggests a way out of this dilemma. Here is a 
translation of his words attributed to him in a text known as Udana: 

Some say that the “I” endures after death; others say it perishes. Both have fallen into 
grievous error. For if the “I” be perishable, the fruit people strive for will perish too and 
then deliverance will be without merit. If, as others say, the “I” does not perish, it must 
always be identical and unchanging. The moral aims and salvation would be unneces¬ 
sary, for there would be no use in attempting to change the unchangeable ... (Words 
from Udana quoted by Krishnan, 1952, p. 359) 

These words nicely capture a moralist’s dilemma; Personal identity must be 
granted forjustice to be made, since only the same person who did something right 
or wrong may be appropriately rewarded or punished. On the other hand, persons 
cannot be assumed to remain identical or unchanged if improvement is expected. 
Gautama tried to avoid being caught between the horns of this dilemma by choos¬ 
ing a middle course between the opposite poles of the sameness-versus-change 
antinomy, in Visuddhimagga(xvn), he is reported as saying that the doctrine ofthe 
middle course 

rejects the heresy that he who experiences the fruit ofthe deed is the same as the one who 
performed the deed, and also rejects the converse one that he who experiences the fruit 
of a deed is different from the one who performed the deed.... (Quoted in Mathur, 1978, 
p. 257) 21 

To put it in contemporary phraseology, Gautama accepted personal identity as 
identity-in-difference. It is hard to say whether this view of personal identity 
provides a completely rational solution. Gautama thought that it is impossible to 
provide rational solutions to such problems as whether the world has a beginning 
or no beginning, whether a person remains the same or changes. When someone 
asked such questions, he often chose to remain silent. 
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Gautama’s silence on the issue of permanence versus impermanence of the 
self suggests that there is no definite answer to this question, one way or another. 
This sounds strikingly similar to Hume’s indecision or skepticism. But unlike 
Hume, who found such ambiguity of the situation to be intolerable, and who ran 
away from philosophy for a life in pursuit ofpleasure, Gautama remained steadfast 
and persisted with an ascetic lifestyle. While both Gautama and Hume found the 
mind to be in a perpetual state of flux without an abiding self to hang on to, 
Gautama tamed the runaway stream of consciousness by means ofYogic medita¬ 
tion. The idea of the flowing character of the stream of thought-and other 
continual changes, for that matter-is represented in Buddhism by the metaphor of 
the flame, and putting a stop to the flow ofthis stream is likened to the extinction of 
a flame. Indeed, the literal meaning of the Sanskrit term nirvana (Pali: nibbana) 
is to extinguish a flame or fire. Buddhists claim that the ostensibly planned and 
deliberate cessation ofthought processes effectively tames or extinguishes desires 
that fuel the self-perpetuating process ofbecoming that manifests in life. Accord¬ 
ing to Samyutta-nikaya (II, 117), “The stopping ofbecoming is nirvana" (Conze 
et al., 1954, p. 92). 

AsnotedbyDasgupta (1922/1975), scholars ofBuddhism have tried to under¬ 
stand and explain the state of nirvana The Pali texts describe it variously as “a 
happy state, as pure annihilation, as an inconceivable existence or as a changeless 
state” (Vol. l,p. 108). Regardless ofdifferences ofopinion about its precise nature, 
nirvana does not amount to death; one who attains it comes back to ordinary states 
of awareness; the flame is rekindled, so to speak. Obviously Gautama must have 
returned to an ordinary wakeful state when someone asked him to say whether the 
selfwas permanent ormutable. But by that time, having once experienced the state 
of nirvana he could take dialectics of thought, as well as the inevitable dialectics 
ofthe lure ofpleasure and the fear ofpain, in his stride. He did not need an ego with 
elaborate defense mechanisms to fend offthe greedy and selfish id on the one side 
and a repressive superego on the other. It is in this sense that the Buddhist denial of 
the self leads to selflessness. 


Notes 


1. For details of the debate over this issue, see G. Hunt and J. B. Scott (1920, pp. 215-251,and 
particularly pp. 233 and 239) for references to the three-fifths rule. I wish to thank Professor 
Michael Fellman for helping me in understanding the nature ofthis issue, and in finding appropriate 
references for it. 

2. For the judgment ofthe Supreme Court of Canada, see Dominion Law Reports, 1928, Vol. 4, pp. 
98- 125;and for the ruling ofthe Judicial Committee of the Privy Council on Edwards v. Attorney 
General of Canada, see Western Weekly Reports, 1929, Vol. 3, pp. 479-495. 

3. Kane (1968, Vol. 5.2, p. 1995) quotes the following words from the RgVeda (6.86.5): “ma vaeno 
anyakrtam bhujema,” which almost literally means: May we not have to suffer for the sin 
committed by another. 
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4. This is a translation by Kane of a verse from a chapter called the Santiparvan (153.38) of the epic 
Mahabharata. In this instance, unlike in most others, Kane does not quote the original words in 
Sanskrit 

5. NaHT devapasi moksace gathle | "anuni nirale dyave KatT|| Tukaram, poem No. 2325. 

6. Various Upanisads use different synonymous terms, all meaning “self as a knower”: jhafaman 
(Katha, 3.4), vijnariatman (Prasna, 4.9), vijnanamaya ~dtman (Mundaka 3.2.7), and jndia (Brhu- 
daranyaka 2.4.14). The idea of the self as enjoyer/sufferer appears in the Katha (3.4) and the 
Sveta'svatara (1.8 & 12). 

7. The words quoted here are from Haldane and Ross’s translation of Descartes’s (1911, Vol. 1) 
Meditation II of his Meditations on the First Philosophy. 

8. The Sanskrit term closest to the contemporary connotation of cognition is perhaps prajna. It seems 
to me that there are several terms such as vijnana and others derived from the root jha meaning “to 
know,” and are suggestive of selective shades of what we call cognition. While the perceptual 
aspects of cognitive processes are often covered in Sanskrit literature in the context of epistemo¬ 
logical discussion on direct perception as a source of valid cognition (pramana), the constructive 
aspect of cognition is implied in the notions of samkalpa, meaning cognitive synthesis or 
integration, and vikalpa meaning analysis and differentiation. I think bhfava is the Sanskrit term 
closest to affect, and karma is the closest equivalent of conation. These parallels will be discussed 
in separate chapters devoted to the trilogy of mind. 

9. In the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (4.5.6), the sage Yajnavalkya, in the context of speaking to his two 
wives about his plans to retire from active life, says that everyone should try to know about and 
meditate on the true nature of the Self. Everything is understood when the nature of the Self is 
understood: 

ataxia va are drastavyah srotavyo mantavyo nididhyasitavyo maitreyi | “atmani khalvare draste 
srute mate vijnata idam sarvm viditam || 

10. Incidentally, it may be mentioned here that I have been unable to find the terms “knower, feeler, 
and doer” in Bertocci’s paper; they seem to be Allport’s way of describing what Bertocci was 
trying to say. Nevertheless, | have retained Allport’s words since they are an exact translation of 
Upanisadic view of the self as a jnatcT, bhokta, and karfa There is a major difference between 
Bertocci’s view of the self and that of the Advaita Vedantist view of the Self in the Upanisadic 
tradition. While Bertocci (1945) thinks that “there is no acceptable reason for postulating an 
inactive ... self or soul beyond or underlying these activities” (p. 92), it is precisely such a Self that 
the Advaita Vedantist have postulated. This difference will be discussed in the last chapter of this 
volume. 

11. As we shall see in Chapter 4, Rom Harre (1987) offers a different account of the directionality of 
thoughts and of the selfsameness of the subject-pole of consciousness. 

12. For an English translation ofPatanjali Yoga aphorisms, see J. H. Woods (1914/1972)orR. Prasada 
(1912). 

13. In an earlier publication (Paranjpe, 1986). I have discussed how the practice of meditation as 
recommended by the Advaita Vedanta would help an individual in transcending exclusive identi¬ 
fication with a limited social sphere or with a totalitarian ideology. 

14. Mead’s views of the self are scattered in many of his writings. For a concise and organized 
statements of Mead’s model, see Mead (1925/1968) and Meltzer (1972). 

15. The words of Badarayana’s asphorism are: anusmrtesca / 

16. These dates of the life of Sankara are not highly certain. Professor Karl H. Potter pointed out to me 
(in a personal communication) that the recent work of Allan Thrasher places the dates about a 
century earlier. 

17. The following are the “great statements” (mafia vakyas), all of which basically mean “Thou art 
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THAT,” or that the Atman is identical with the Brahman. These are quoted and discussed in the fifth 
chapter of the Pancadasi of Vidyaranya: 

aham brahmiasmi iti | (Brhadaranyaka, 1.4.10) 
ayamatma brahma | (Brhadaranyaka, 4.4.5) 
tattvamasi, Svetaketo iti | (Chzrndogya, 6.8.7) 
prajnanam brahma | (Aitareya, 3.3) 

18. For an introductory account of the basic principles of Buddhist psychology, see Kalupahana 
(1987). 

19. According to Dasgupta (1922/1975, Vol. 1): “All the Indian systems agree in believing that 
whatever action is done by an individual leaves behind it some sort of potency which has power to 
ordain for himjoy or sorrow in the future according as it is good or bad” (p. 71; emphasis added). 
The doctrine of rebirth is a corollary of this doctrine, and the Buddha believed in it as well. In this 
connection, Dasgupta adds that “there has seldom been before or after Buddha any serious attempt 
to prove or disprove the doctrine of rebirth.... The Buddha also accepts it as a fact and does not 
criticize it” (p. 87). 

20. I am grateful to David Ho for bringing this point to my attention. 

21. Mathurrefers to the following as the source ofthis quote: H. C. Warren (1963, p. xi \) Buddhism in 
translations, New York: Atheneum. 
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Two Perspectives on Person, Self, 
and Identity 


Two Perspectives 

The purpose of this chapter is to present in some detail two perspectives on person, 
self, and identity, one each from the Indian and Western traditions. These are not 
being presented as “representing” two traditions; indeed, it makes no sense to 
think that one could find a single perspective that adequately represents a rich and 
long tradition full of diverse perspectives within its fold. Nevertheless, it makes 
sense to bring together outlines of at least one perspective from each tradition so 
as to provide a meaningful context for a discussion of certain distinctive contribu¬ 
tions of the differing traditions. Placing two perspectives close together should 
provide a meeting point for two different cultural horizons, and should give an 
opportunity to build some conceptual bridges, so to speak. Given the wide cultural 
gap that separates the traditions, one cannot expect to build abridge just anywhere; 
it makes sense to look for aregion where the gulfis narrow and the ground is solid, 
as it were. In my view, the Eriksonian and Advaita Vedantic perspectives on 
person, self, and identity present some essential commonalities to warrant a 
meaningful comparison. Both perspectives focus on the person as a responsible 
human being functioning within amoral order: both affirm selfhood, albeit in their 
own different ways; both sharply distinguish themselves from rival perspectives 
within their respective traditions that deny the self; and both place the issue of 
selfsameness at the core of their respective views of personhood. While it is 
important to start with the recognition of such similarities that warrant placing 
them side by side, it is equally important to remember Conze’s warning, discussed 
in the previous chapter, that we must avoid spurious comparisons based on 
superficial similarities. To avoid this and to define the scope oftheir comparability, 

I will clarify certain important differences in the background, goals, and the nature 
of theory construction of the Eriksonian and Advaita Vedantic viewpoints. 
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The Context and Goals of the Advaita Vedantic and Eriksonian 
Perspectives 

The Advaita Vedanta has been widely recognized as one of the major 
“visions” (darsana), orcompeting perspectives, in Indian thought. These perspec- 
tives often have been considered to be “systems of philosophy,” somewhat 
comparable to the Aristotelian, Kantian, or Hegelian philosophies of Western 
thought. However, as noted by Halbfass (1981/1988,Ch. 15), most of the Indian 
visions or darsanas should not be interpreted as systems of “pure theory” in the 
Greek-European sense. In addition to having conceptual frameworks based on 
the analytical spirit of investigative science (called anviksilam Sanskrit) similar 
to that of the various systems of Western philosophy, the Indian darsanas such as 
Yoga and the Advaita Vedhta also have a practical program, which is called a 
“science ofthe self’ (atmavidya , adhyatmavidya) in the Indian tradition. As noted 
in Chapter 1, it would be appropriate to compare the Indian science ofthe selfwith 
what Foucault (1982/1988) has called the technologies ofthe self, i.e., sophisti¬ 
cated methods ofknowing and taking care of oneself that developed in the Western 
tradition. The technologies of the self are comparable to psychotherapy to the 
extent that they involve methods for the application of psychological knowledge 
for changing the human condition from a less desirable to a more desirable state. 
Indeed, Sankara, the chief exponent of the Advaita Vedanta,explicitly uses a 
medical metaphor comparing desires with disease for which Vedanta prescribes 
self-knowledge and detachment as remedy (see Sankara, 1973, 19.1). 1 This “ap¬ 
plied” feature ofthe Advaita Vedanta brings it close to Erikson’s approach insofar 
as the latter follows Freud’s lead in attempting to alleviate human anxieties by 
means of insight into the place of the ego in the functioning of the psyche. 

In suggesting the comparability of the applied or “therapeutic” aspects of 
Advaita Vedantic and Eriksonian approaches, I am not implying that they pursue 
exactly the same goals, for there are clear differences in the kind of problems for 
which they devise remedies and in the conceptions of “health”-or ideal human 
condition-that they aim to achieve. Erikson’s approach developed in the context 
of a clinical practice where he helped mildly or severely disturbed children and 
youth and in the longitudinal study of bright undergraduates who he studied at 
Harvard University (Murray, 1938/1962). While in the clinical context the aim was 
ostensibly to redress anxieties and other symptoms of pathology and to achieve 
normalcy, in nonclinical contexts Erikson (1968, p. 92) cherished Marie Jahoda’s 
notion of positive mental hecdth as the goal to strive for. According to Jahoda 
(1955), a positively healthy person is characterized by the mastery ofthe environ¬ 
ment rather than mere adaptation to it, unity of personality, ability to perceive 
oneself and the world realistically or correctly, and so on. As we shall see later in 
this chapter, Erikson (1981, p. 323) spoke toward the end of his career about 
pursuing existential and spiritual goals described in words like “liberation” and 
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“salvation” that are arguably “higher” than Jahoda-style positive mental health. 
By contrast, the Advaita Vedanta system did not develop either in the context of 
clinical practice or in the modem academic setting; it was developed by and for 
persons aiming at liberation or “salvation” somewhat similar to what Erikson 
mentioned in his later writings. 

Regardless of such differences, one can nevertheless speak of similarities 
between the Eriksonian and Advaita Vedanta systems to the extent that they aim 
toward self-transformation through insights into the nature of selfhood. Thus, 
Erikson (1975) speaks of “truly transforming scientific and therapeutic orienta¬ 
tion created by Freud ... based on a radical change in the concept of the role and 
self-perception ofthe healer as well as ofthe patient.” The goal ofthis therapeutic 
orientation, he suggests, is to “free a person from inner bondage-namely, the 
conscious acceptance of certain truths about himself and other” (p. 23). The 
Advaita Vedanta, too aims at freeing (mukti) a person from an inner bondage 
(bandha) that ties a person to the chain of the consequences ofhis or her own past 
thought and action, and it tries to reach this goal through the conscious acceptance 
of certain truths about the nature of the Self. Moreover, both the Eriksonian and 
Advaita Vedantic approaches aim to liberate aperson from narrow egotism and fill 
him or her with love for entire humanity. As long as we keep in mind the 
differences in their contexts, goals, and methods and are also mindful of the 
specific ways in which their approaches resemble each other, we should be able to 
avoid spurious comparisons. 

Theories of Personality: A Common Meeting Ground 
for the Advaita Vedantic and Eriksonian Perspectives 

It is a part of current convention in contemporary psychology to consider the 
Eriksonian approach to personhood as one ofthe prominent theories ofpersonality. 
At the same time, it is equally conventional to consider Advaita Vedanta as a 
system of Indian philosophy. If we go beyond these conventions and look at the 
content ofthe Eriksonian and Advaita Vedantic approaches, we can think of both 
as alternative conceptual models that account for the nature ofthe human individ¬ 
ual. To put it differently, the traditional system ofthe Advaita Vedanta contains 
almost everything necessary to be called a theory ofpersonality according to the 
prevailing standards of contemporary psychology. To understand what I mean 
thereby, it is necessary to examine what is generally meant by “a theory of 
personality” in the contemporary psychological discourse and how the meaning 
evolved over the past few decades. 

It is important to note that, unlike systems of Western philosophy and the 
darsanas of Indian thought, theory of personality is a relatively new field of 
studies even within the relatively short history ofmodem psychology. Its historical 
roots as a distinct field of study may be attributed to the publication in 1957 of Hall 
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and Lindzey’s popular textbook, Theories of Personality. This text helped start 
undergraduate courses in theories ofpersonality and became influential in training 
a whole generation ofpsychologists in America as well as in many other countries. 
In their book. Hall and Lindzey (1957, pp. 1 — 2)state at the outset that a compre¬ 
hensive overview ofpersonality must begin with “conceptions of man [sic]” 
advanced by great thinkers of the past: Plato and Aristotle, Aquinas, Hobbes, 
Locke, Machiavelli, and the like. However, given the enormity of the task of 
studying such great thinkers throughout history, they decided to limit their scope to 
the “past six or seven decades,” starting their account with Freud’s approach. In 
the subsequent editions oftheirtext. Hall and Lindzey (1970,1978) dropped some 
theories included in the previous editions and included others. In the preface of 
each edition, they express their dilemma as to which ones should be included from 
among the many eligible candidates. 

It is interesting to note that in the third (1978) edition of their text, Hall and 
Lindzey included a chapter on “Eastern personality theory,” by which they meant 
a summary of the ancient Abhidhamma Buddhist perspective prepared for the 
book by Daniel Goleman. Such expansion of the historical and geographical 
horizons is not unique to Hall and Lindzey; a competing text by Fadiman and 
Frager (1976), for instance, had already included non-Western perspectives on 
personal growth from the Yogic, Zen, and Sufi traditions. Such turning to the East 
in the field of personality studies may be seen as part of a wave of interest in 
Eastern spirituality and art in America during the Vietnam War era. The reason to 
view such interest in the East as a “wave” is that, although Fadiman and Frager’s 
later edition (1994) continues to cover theories ofEastem origin, a later version of 
Hall and Lindzey does not even mention Buddhism or Yoga (see Hall, Lindzey, 
Loehlin, &Manosevitz, 1985).2Although a majority ofNorth American texts of 
theories of personality continue to manifest presentist and Eurocentric biases, 
the Hall and Lindzey and Fadiman and Frager texts have helped recognize 
traditional non-Westem perspectives onaparwith contemporary Western theories 
ofpersonality. 

In the field of the theories of personality, there is little discussion of, let 
alone agreement on, the criteria for recognizing a certain perspective as a legiti¬ 
mate theory ofpersonality. There is no set formula specifying what issues a theory 
ofpersonality must cover or on how they should be dealt with. No author seems to 
fabricate a theory to fit such specifications. Textbook authors often select particular 
perspectives or authors without explaining their criteria for selection; they anoint 
specific theories by including them in one edition of their text and depose others 
without much of an explanation for doing so. Ironically, in order to be recognized 
as apersonality theorist, an author need not speak of something called personality; 
indeed, B. F. Skinner, the staunchest opponent of the concepts of person and 
personality, is widely recognized as a personality theorist. Nevertheless, there 
seems to be some method in this apparent madness. The key point that makes 
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sense, it seems to me, is Hall and Lindzey’s expression that theories ofpersonality 
are basically “conceptions ofman [sic]’’ (1957, p. 1). What seems to matter the 
most is whether or not a given perspective appeals to a textbook author as a 
distinctive viewpoint about issues that matter to him or her. Regardless of the 
differing definitions ofpersonality, sets ofideas that have come to be recognized as 
theories ofpersonality are basically conceptual models that account for the nature 
ofindividual human beings. Indeed, as I have argued elsewhere (Paranjpe, 1995a, 
1998), many contemporary theories ofpersonality in fact deal with personality 
only as a matter of individual differences, ignoring personhood as a matter of 
individuals being held responsible for their actions. Yet, there is no fixed boundary 
between the connotations of the terms person and personality, and the term, 
theories of personality, as currently used has a broad enough connotation to 
accommodate the concerns ofboth personhood and personality. Forthe purpose of 
the present work, the focus is on issues of personhood and not on personality as 
explained in the previous chapter. 

In principle, there is no limit to the number ofpersonality theories that already 
exist somewhere on this planet or those that might appear in the future. It is 
commonly accepted in psychology today that each individual tends to construct his 
or her own implicit personality theory- a set of usually implicit assumptions 
regarding why people behave the way they do (see Schneider, 1973, forareview of 
the extensive literature on this topic). Implicit theories of personality serve to 
inform our understanding of our own and others’ behavior and to guide our daily 
interaction with others. As noted in Chapter 1, the cognitive constructionist 
perspective suggests that it is natural for human beings to construct and continually 
revise their own views of the world and of themselves within its context. An 
implicit personality theory is simply part of an individual’s ongoing cognitive 
construction. As social constructionists have repeatedly pointed out, communities 
tend to share constructions of reality that help guide their collective life; the 
Christian, Buddhist, Marxist, Freudian, and other such views ofhuman nature are 
instances of constructions shared widely in different cultures. Further, the prin¬ 
ciple of constructive altemativism suggests that it is always possible to construct 
an unlimited number ofaltemative perspectives that offer differing interpretations 
ofthe same set ofphenomena. This does not mean, of course, that any construction 
ofhuman nature will be valid, workable, or fit the bill as a theory of personality. 
Given the lack of consensus or clarity on criteria for the acceptability of a given 
perspective as a theory ofpersonality, let me suggest a few criteria of my own in 
view of considering the Eriksonian and Advaitic views within the framework that 
we might call theories of personality. 

If a theory of personality is to be recognized as such, it must obviously be 
explicit, for no implicit theory can be recognized, studied, or applied, no matter 
how rich or effective itmightbe. Also, atheory must be reasonably comprehensive; 
theories that account for only selected aspects of persons without attempting to 
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cover the whole person in some way or another cannot qualify as theories of 
personality. The fact that Piagetian theory is well recognized as a theory of cog¬ 
nitive development but not as a theory of personality illustrates the need for 
comprehensiveness. By comparison, Erikson’s theory counts as not only a theory 
ofhuman development but also as a theory ofpersonality owing to its comprehen¬ 
siveness. Views ofhuman nature that we find in major literary works such as 
Shakespeare’s plays or the epic Mahabharata are comprehensive as well as rich, 
complex, and highly insightful. Yet they do not quality as theories ofpersonality 
since they are not formally presented as such. It is of course possible to derive a 
formal statement of a theory based on a body of literature in which it is voiced. 
Indeed, this is just what most writers of textbooks of theories ofpersonality do: 
they go through numerous writings of various promising authors and prepare 
summaries of the ideas in a format they consider appropriate for a theory of 
personality. The success of textbook writers such as Hall and Lindzey lies in their 
ability to produce systematic, coherent, concise, and authentic accounts oftheories 
based on sets of writings. Someone like Goleman, who prepared for the third 
edition ofHall and Lindzey a summary ofthe Buddhist theory ofpersonality based 
on Abhidhamma texts, must translate, summarize, and interpretthe original ideas 
in the language, idiom, style, and thematic format considered appropriate for 
contemporary Western theories of personality. In addition to being stated in a 
formal way, the principal propositions and claims of a personality theory must be 
in principle verifiable or falsifiable in observation or experience. In addition, the 
theory should have at least potential applications, if not already existing applica¬ 
tions with demonstrated efficacy. The most common applications ofpersonality 
theories are therapeutic, by which I mean that they are effective ways ofbringing 
about a change in a person from a less desirable to a more desirable condition. 
While some theories might focus on the removal ofpathology, others might take an 
average or “normal” individual to higher levels of “positive mental health,” 
accomplishment, fulfillment, happiness, self-actualization, self-realization, or 
other forms of desirable human condition (Coan 1977). 

It is my contention that the Advaita Vedanta system offers a theory of 
personhood that satisfies all the criteria just suggested. Moreover, in an earlier 
publication (Paranjpe, 1988), I have presented a brief but formal statement of a 
theory ofpersonality derived from the principles ofthe Advaita Vedanta system. I 
have prepared this statement in the language, idiom, and format compatible with 
contemporary textbooks oftheories ofpersonality. Stated this way, the Advaita 
Vedanta approach to personhood is meaningfully comparable with the Eriksonian 
or other theories of personality. In the following pages of this chapter, 1 shall 
present the Eriksonian and Advaita Vedanta viewpoints in a format that, in my 
view, is compatible with contemporary theories ofpersonality; however, in keep¬ 
ing with the topic of this volume, my focus will be on the concepts of person, self, 
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and identity and not on individual differences, conceptions of psychopathology, 
and other such topics that are usually included in common accounts ofpersonality 
theories. 


Erik H. Erikson’s Views of Person, Self, and Identity 

Erikson’s theory ofpersonality and identity formation evolved over nearly 
half a century ofhis productive career. In addition to numerous publications ofhis 
own, many secondary sources, particularly short interpretive summaries ofhis 
theories in textbooks, are widely available. The purpose ofthe present summary is 
not simply to add to these plentiful sources; it is to provide a convenient basis for 
meaningful cross-cultural comparison ofperspectives onperson, self, andidentity. 
As such, the following summary is selective; it is deliberately slanted to bring 
about contrasts as well as complementarites in the cross-cultural context. Readers 
familiar with Eriksonian model might wish to skip the summary and go straight 
on to the critique. 

Intellectual Background of Erikson’s Theory 3 

Erik Erikson was born in Germany in 1902, and was trained as a psycho¬ 
analyst in Sigmund Freud’s clinic by Freud’s daughter Anna. Early in his career as 
a psychoanalyst, Erikson was deeply influenced by the psychoanalytic ego psy¬ 
chology of Anna Freud, Ernst Kris, Fleinz Flartmann, R. M. Loewenstein, and 
others. The main point of departure of the ego psychology from the Freudian 
model was that they did not accept Freud’s portrayal of the ego as perpetually 
involved in a conflict with the unruly id on one side and a repressive superego on 
the other. Hartmann (1939/1958) conceived of a “conflict-free sphere” of an 
autonomous ego empowered by the capacities forphysical movement, perception, 
and memory. In one ofhis latest works, Erikson (1982) approvingly quotes 
Hartmann on this issue (p. 19), and recognizes an expanded sphere ofthe ego’s 
autonomy by granting it the “capacity for accurate and conceptual interplay with 
the factual world” (p.76). The significance ofthese changes in the psychoanalytic 
movement is that Erikson would consider human beings as persons responsible 
for what they do, rather than treat them as helpless creatures determined by 
biological and social forces. 

Erikson is widely recognized for developing a theory of psychosocial de¬ 
velopment that parallels Piaget’s theory ofcognitive development. Erikson (1982, 
p.76) makes it clear that he and Piaget were not only well aware of each other’s 
work, but also that both saw no contradiction between their stagewise accounts of 
human development. In many ofhis works, Erikson credits several senior and 
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contemporary authors whose ideas helped shape his evolving perspective over the 
decades. Prominent among such influences are Henry Murray’s personological 
approach and his emphasis on studying “life histories rather than case histories”; 
William James’s work on the self as mentioned before; ethnographic observations 
of childhood in aboriginal peoples of America (with Scudder Mekeel); anthro¬ 
pological perspectives ofMargaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, and others, leading to a 
cross-cultural outlook on a global scale; perspectives on history of such historians 
as R. G. Collingwood, whom he occasionally quotes; and some basic ideas in 
biology, such as C. H. Stockard’s formulation of the concept of epigenesis and 
Kod Lorenz’s idea of “ritualization,” along with his ecological perspective in 
general. As a result of selective “borrowing” from such diverse sources, Erikson’s 
theory offers an interdisciplinary perspective rarely matched in breadth and rich¬ 
ness by competing theories ofpersonality. Besides this, extensive clinical experi¬ 
ence, combined with originality strong enough to ignore the fashionable demands 
for measurement and constricting methodology, have made Erikson’s work quite 
unique in contemporary psychology. The fact that he has explicitly stated the 
foundational ideas makes it easy to see how his theory follows from its axiomatic 
assumptions. 

Conceptual Foundations of Erikson’s Perspective 

Erikson (1968) beings his theorizing with the explicit statement ofthe follow¬ 
ing basic assumption: “Man is, at one and the same time, part of a somatic order of 
things, as well a personal and social one” (p. 289). The somatic order is said to 
involve the “body self’ in which biological processes operate to bring about a 
hierarchical organization oforgan systems. Thepersonal order involves the sphere 
ofthe “psyche,” where psychic processes organize individual experience to bring 
about “ego synthesis.” In the third order, called the polls in earlier formulations 
and the ethos in later ones, communal processes were said to bring about a cultural 
organization ofthe interdependence ofpersons (Erikson, 1982, pp. 25-26).These 
orders are not supposed to be separate and mutually exclusive domains, but 
mutually interpenetrating spheres ofa common reality (1982, pp. 88-90).Identi- 
ties ofpersons are said to be “situated” in the three orders in which they live at all 
times (1975, p.46), and processes therein are considered mutually complementary. 
The orderliness brought about in each component of reality is not expected to be 
perfect at all times; Erikson considers bodily tension, individual anxiety, and social 
panic as indicators ofthe failure in bringing about order in the three spheres, it 
is my impression that, from the Eriksonian point of view, to think of human 
beings is to think of them in terms of the three “orders”; it is as if each person is 
simultaneously, necessarily, and always part of three levels of reality, and that 
consideration of a person is incomplete without an account of any of the three. 

As a psychoanalyst Erikson takes for granted the Freudian trilogy ofthe id, 
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ego, and superego, and also accepts many basic principles ofthe Freudian theory, 
such as the stages ofpsychosexual development, the importance ofrepression and 
other defense mechanisms of the ego, the pervasiveness of anxiety in the human 
condition, and the role ofthe Oedipus complex in character formation, to mention a 
few. Like many other neo-Freudians, Erikson tries to advance the Freudian model 
so as to systematically include the social aspects ofpersonality. However, unlike 
some other neo-Freudians, he does not wish to gratuitously include the social 
aspects in his account; Erikson treats them as central. Erikson’s main task was to 
extend the Freudian model ofpsychosexual development to a psychosocial one, 
and to cover the complete life cycle rather than limiting it up to the development of 
genitality at adolescence. The basic concept on which he bases his developmental 
model is the biological principle of epigenesis. This principle, derived from 
embryological studies, suggests that the development ofthe fetal organs proceeds 
by progressive differentiation of body tissues, such that particular organs (heart, 
lungs, eyes, etc.) arise stage by stage according to a predetermined plan specific to 
the species. At each stage new structures arise under critical conditions ofoptimum 
readiness ofthe internal and external factors. Since specific structures such as the 
arteries and veins must already be in place for the functioning ofnew ones like the 
heart, a delay or deficiency in the previous stage often disrupts the coordinated 
growth of other parts, and adversely affects the healthy growth ofthe organism as 
a whole. 

Although the biological principle of epigenesis deals primarily with the 
development of organs in the uterus, Erikson extends this principle, by analogy, to 
suggest a stage-by-stage maturation of physical, cognitive, and social capacities 
during childhood andofoverall personality development throughout the life cycle. 
Thus, the maturational processes lead to the development of sensory and motor 
capacitites according to a sequential plan, so that the individual becomes ready to 
become aware of, to be driven toward, and to interact with a social sphere of 
widening radius, starting from the “mothering” individual in early infancy and 
extending to humanity by adolescence (Erikson, 1959, p. 52). On the basis ofcross- 
cultural observations. Erikson suggests that societies tend to develop patterns of 
customs that invite and encourage the developing capacities in a matching se¬ 
quence. Thus, for instance, different cultures have developed differing customs 
such as toilet training practices and rites of passage to adulthood that roughly 
match nature’s timetable for the maturation of capacities to control eliminative 
functions and to procreate, and so on. Social customs connected with the human 
life cycle typically present growing individuals with sets of “developmental 
tasks” appropriate to various stages. As pointed out by David Rapaport (1959, 
p. 15), the theory conceives ofthe sequence of epigenetic phases as universal, 
although the typical developmental tasks and their solutions differ from culture to 
culture. While the successful completion of such tasks contributes to the vitality 
and health of the person, lack of success results in a deficiency. 
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The Eight Stages of Psychosocial Development 

The particular number of stages of human development proposed in the 
Eriksonian model may not be seen as sacred or absolute, but one that offers a 
convenient division of the life cycle into what are suggested as the most important 
aspects of the human life cycle. Indeed, Erikson has always presented his ideas as 
evolving and open to change from the beginning to its latest formulation. Each 
stage is viewed as a critical period or a turning point crucial for the development of 
particular aspects of personality within an “average expectable environment.” 
Although specific environmental supports are important for the healthy growth at 
each stage, it is possible for alternate supports available during the same period to 
compensate for a missing crucial support- a surrogate for an absentee mother in 
the first stage, for instance. In addition to such contemporaneous or “horizontal” 
compensation, it is considered possible for there to be a later or “longitudinal” 
compensation for deficits in an earlier stage. 

Depending on his or her relative success in accomplishing the stage-specific 
developmental tasks, a growing individual may develop a sense of (1) trust versus 
mistrust, (2) autonomy versus shame, (3) initiative versus guilt, (4) industry versus 
inferiority, (5) identity versus role confusion, (6) intimacy versus isolation, 
(7) generativity versus stagnation, and (8) integrity versus despair. The sense of 
trust, autonomy, and so forth involves largely preconscious and pervasive atti¬ 
tudes, which manifest inexperience and in behavior. The terms characterizing the 
outcome in all stages are bipolar, suggesting the mutually oppositional or dialecti¬ 
cal nature ofthe processes involved. However, the outcome at each stage is not an 
either/or affair. Although the poles mentioned in the second place in the eight pairs 
of terms imply negative outcomes, they are not necessarily undesirable. Indeed, 
certain degrees ofmistrust, shame, guilt, and so on are not only natural outcomes of 
development but also desirable. The lack of an ability to mistrust dangerous 
characters would make a person vulnerable, for instance, and the lack of shame and 
guilt would imply, respectively, shamelessness and psychopathy. Thus, one must 
have a sense of both trust and mistrust and so on; Erikson considers a favorable 
ratio of positive over negative senses to be the optimum condition for the growth 
of a healthy personality. 


Stage 1: Basic Trust versus Mistrust 

During this initial stage extending over the first year or two, the human infant 
is entirely dependent on the mother andor surrogate caregivers. Prior to birth, the 
offspring is physically a part of the mother, and the mutual symbiotic relation 
between the mother’s and baby’s bodies must undergo a gradual but radical 
transformation, leading to the eventual independence of the child. In Erikson’s 
view, it is most important for us to recognize the mutuality ofthe mother—child 
relationship. Erikson (1982) traces the development ofthe “I” in the mutuality of 
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the recognition of the infant and the mother by face and by name; it is here that we 
must place the “dimmest affirmation of the ... polarity of the ‘I’ and ‘Other’ ” 
(pp. 44-45).Indeed, it is difficult to describe the quality of self-awareness in this 
primal stage; Erikson (1982) characterizes it by terms like “numinous” and as 
having “the aura ofahallowed presence.” “The numinous assures us, ever again,” 
he says, “of separateness transcended and yet also of distinctness confirmed, and 
thus of the very basis of a sense of T ” (p. 45; emphasis original). 

It should be obvious that according to Erikson, separateness and distinctness 
from the “other” is aprerequisite of selfhood. But given the symbiotic existence of 
the fetus as part and parcel of the mother’s body throughout pregnancy, the 
emergence of separateness must be gradual, and it makes sense that the self- 
awareness in the newborn baby must be “dim” as Erikson suggests. A parallel 
observation in Piaget’s work may be noted here to clarify the point. In Construc¬ 
tion ofRealitv in the Child, Piaget (1954, p. 3) points out that, in the first weeks of 
life, the child’s universe is not cut up into separate permanent objects external to 
the self. The baby must begin to differentiate the toy from his own hand holding it; 
he must realize that biting one or the other has very different consequences. 
Piaget’s observations show that it is not until the second half of the first year that 
babies begin to actively search for missing objects such as a toy, a behavior that 
indicates their recognition of “object permanence,” i.e., implicit awareness ofthe 
continued existence of objects. Piaget’s studies show how the child “constructs” 
the notion of permanent objects in her or his world, including the recognition of 
one ’ s own body as an entity separate from other obj ects, such as a toy held in her or 
his own hand. For Erikson, it is the recognition of persons and the emotional 
responses to them that are more crucial than the cognition of physical objects as 
studied by Piaget. 

The sense of trust, which Erikson considers to be the most crucial develop¬ 
mental gain ofthe first 2 years of life, is described as the experience of “being at 
home” with the world and being prepared to count on people and be counted on 
in return by others. A favorable balance oftrust over mistrust is expected to result 
from the quality of care by the mother or her surrogate rather than the quantity of 
food supplied. Providing timely help, such as food when the baby is hungry and 
diaper change when wet, creates in the infant a sense that she is in a safe place, a 
sense that lays the foundation of hope and leads to a religious faith or belief in the 
cosmic order. Insofar as the infant in the first year or so remains primarily a 
recipient of food and care, Erikson (1959) characterizes the selfhood as being 
implicitly crystallized on the notion: “I am what I am given” (p. 82). 


Stage 2: Autonomy versus Shame and Doubt 

The second stage ofdevelopment corresponds roughly to the second and third 
years oflife. During this period the muscles ofthe child develop so as to enable the 
child to exercise control on the body’s eliminative functions and to walk and run 
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with increasing ease. During this period, the society expects the child to be toilet 
trained, although the toilet training practices vary from culture to culture, as 
documented by numerous anthropological studies. A child who cannot control 
him- or herself is commonly made to feel ashamed by parents and other significant 
elders. Shaming is a common method of social control exercised in most societies 
of the world. It is a preliminary socialization device that attempts to instill self- 
control in the growing individual, and it makes sense that it should coincide with 
the timing of maturation of the musculature and the concomitant development of 
individual autonomy. It also makes sense that the awareness of guilt, which works 
as a signal for avoiding a proscribed action built-in at a deeper level than shame, is 
the next one to develop. Insofar as the sense of autonomy implies the beginning of 
willful action, Erikson (1959) recognizes will as a basic strength that develops 
during the stage, and characterizes the selfhood implicit at this level in the words, 
“I am what I will” (p. 82). 


Stage 3: Initiative versus Guilt 

The third stage in the Eriksonian model corresponds with the preschool years. 
It is marked by the development of cognitive capacities, the use of language, and 
imagination. Children at this age develop a keen interest in play and naturally 
engage in make-believe. They begin to recognize the repetitive actions ofmen and 
women in uniforms - the mail carriers, firemen, nurses, and so on -and often 
imitate their visibly routine activities in make-believe. Following G. H. Mead, 
Erikson recognizes the recognition and anticipation of social roles as an important 
aspect of socialization of children at this stage. During this stage the self begins to 
develop by way ofatemporary identification in imagination and play with a variety 
of social roles in their rudimentary forms. The growing capacity for imagination 
reflects children’s interest in stories. Most societies tend to capitalize on this 
interest in conveying their cultural ideals by telling stories of their heroes and 
demons, the good guys and the bad guys. 

The exposure to cultural ideals through stones also coincides with the 
learning of do’s and don’ts in daily behavior. The child must now refrain from 
taking away or “stealing” toys belonging to other children, must not cheat, and 
must face increasingly strong punishments for breaking the more important rules 
of conduct. The child’s social sphere is now broadened to include the father, the 
traditional disciplinarian in many societies, thus creating the Oedipal situation of 
classical psychoanalysis. Erikson accepts much of the Freudian account of the 
Oedipus complex, which need not be repeated here. Suffice it to note that, from a 
developmental perspective, selfhood at this stage is characterized in terms of the 
emergence of the ego-ideal and conscience, which together constitute the super¬ 
ego. Involved in the process is the identification of the child with the image of 
the parent of the same sex. Identification implies investing the same-sex parent 
with libidinal energy or strong positive affect. According to Erikson, it is such 
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childhood identifications that form the basis ofthe sense ofidentity that emerges in 
adolescence. As far as the preschool child is concerned, the maturation of the 
child’s capacity for imagination allows forthe developing personality to crystallize 
around an implicit conviction that “I am what I can imagine 1 will be” (Erikson, 
1959, p. 82). Atanyrate, thepreschool childhas acquired much more than the mere 
physical autonomy characteristic of the previous stage. “[H]e is in the free 
possession of a certain surplus energy to forget failures quickly and to approach 
what seems desirable (even ifit also feels dangerous) with undiminished and bet¬ 
ter aimed effort” (Erikson, 1959, p. 75). Thus, children at this stage manifest a 
sense ofinitiative oftheir own. But this is also the time for the society to ensure that 
all the bubbling energy be channeled according to its norms. The sense ofinitiative 
must therefore by balanced by an appropriate sense of guilt that would arise if and 
when the moral code is violated, or else we would have a misdirected member of 
the society to contend with. Thus, the child must acquire both a sense ofinitiative 
as well as a sense of guilt. 

Stage 4: Industry versus Inferiority 

Stage 4 in the Eriksonian model corresponds with the school years prior to 
puberty. According to Freud, this is the period of latency in psychosexual 
development - a temporary lull in the development of the sexual urge - which 
comes after the initial expression of sexual development in the form of interest 
in genitals and their manipulation during the Oedipal stage and prior to the 
hormonal changes of puberty. According to Erikson, the latency period allows for 
the diversion of libidinal energy from sexuality so as to enable the child to 
concentrate on learning at school. While the literate societies expect the schoolage 
children to master reading, writing, and arithmetic, the nonliterate societies teach 
the rudiments of technology that the child wotdd need to survive in the ecological 
niche of the tribe. In any case, all societies must ensure that during childhood, 
each member must prepare to participate in its world of work and fulfill his or her 
economic function. With its typical emphasis on social factors, the Eriksonian 
model emphasizes that the child must learn to work together with others and work 
well. Each society tends to set up its own reward structures to encourage good 
work, and children ostensibly get recognition commensurate with the quality of 
their work. Such recognition forms the basis forthe sense ofindustry, which is the 
significant developmental gain of this stage. The lack of adequate performance 
and/or recognition would lead to a sense of inferiority, and a consequent lack of 
adequate self-esteem. 

Stage 5: Identity versus Role Confusion 

This is the stage that Erikson has described in greater detail than any other 
stage in his model, and it will also be the most important for our purpose, owing to 
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our focus on the identity issue. It is important to remember that Erikson’s model 
conceives of the person as simultaneously being part of three orders: the biolog¬ 
ical, the psychological, and the social. Working within this framework, Erikson 
characterizes the psychological account ofthe fifth stage of development in terms 
ofthe experience and behavior ofindividuals as they try to cope with the profound 
biological changes of puberty on the one hand and the social transformation of 
the dependent child into an independent adult on the other. When the social aspect 
of adolescent development is viewed in the cross-cultural context, it is recognized 
that there is a great degree of variation in the patterns of childhood, adolescence, 
and adulthood indifferent cultures. In the so-called “primitive” cultures where the 
technology is not very advanced, there are only a few occupational categories and 
little if any choice of alternative lifestyles. Children are usually trained in tradi¬ 
tional crafts within the family by the time they reachpuberty, and boys and girls are 
ready to become full-fledged “adults” - meaning persons with rights and respon¬ 
sibilities to work, get married, and procreate just like their elders. In such societies, 
it is common to hold rites ofpassage at puberty or very soon thereafter to announce 
and celebrate the youths’ entry into the adult world. With the advancement of 
technology, occupational categories are multiplied, the period oftraining is pro¬ 
longed well beyond pubertal age, and childlike dependence on parents increases as 
a result, and a new stage ofdevelopment, which we call “adolescence,” originates 
as a wedge between two equally ambiguously defined stages called “childhood” 
and “adulthood.” Erikson conceives ofa set of developmental tasks characteristic 
of this middle stage of life in the relatively complex societies of our time. 

The typical major developmental tasks 4 of the fifth stage of the Eriksonian 
model are: coping with pubertal changes in the body and the resulting strong 
sexual drive; finding companion(s) in love and/or marriage; choosing a career that 
is both feasible and yet challenging, and is consistent with one’s favored capacities 
on the one hand and with available opportunities on the other; acquiring training in 
line with one’s chosen career path; finding a “meaning” in life, either by un¬ 
critically accepting parental values or by choosing from the variety ofideologies, 
beliefs, and values to which one has been exposed; finding a “niche” in society 
that is consistent with one’s predilections, and doing so with or without the support 
ofparents and other significant elders. To put it briefly, the main challenge of late 
adolescence and early adulthood is developing a satisfactory psychosocial self¬ 
definition. This does not ofcourse mean that one has to generate anew selfhood all 
at once; the vaguely defined period of adolescence, relatively short or long 
depending on the social and individual circumstances, is to be used to fabricate an 
enduring sense of selfhood or psychosocial identity with the help of several 
elements accumulated throughout the preadolescent period. Among such accrued 
elements we may count the following: a name assigned and place of belonging 
ascribed by the family in which one was bom and raised; self-images generally 
fashioned after the same-sex parent and other significant adults; strong feelings of 
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identification with such images; occupational roles recognized and crudely imi¬ 
tated in childhood play; and so on. Indeed, Erikson (1959) points out that the roots 
of the development of selfhood, which he characterizes as the process of identity 
formtion ,“go back all the way to the first self-recognition: in the baby’s earliest of 
smiles” (p. 113). Moreover, he says that “While the end of adolescence ... is the 
stage of identity crisis, identity formation neither begins nor ends with adoles¬ 
cence: it is a lifelong development largely unconscious to the individual and to 
his society” (p. 113; emphasis original). 

If identity formation is a lifelong process, why does adolescence prove to be 
its critical turning point? This is because the child can no longer feel sure about 
the “tentative crystallizations” of selfhood, which fall “prey to the discontinuities 
ofpsychosocial development” (Erikson, 1959, p. 114). Some ofthe discontinuities 
might be imposed internally, i.e., by biological processes ofmaturation leading to 
“changes in quality and quantity of drive” and “expansions in mental equipment” 
(1959, p. 115). Other discontinuities may be imposed by external factors, such 
as new and conflicting social expectations. In support ofthis point, Erikson refers 
to a seminal paper by the anthropologist Ruth Benedict (1938). In it she points out 
that while customs in some cultures allow a smooth transition from childhood to 
adulthood, others impose an abrupt transition, for example, by having to learn 
strong inhibition of sexual urges prior to marriage and then by expecting their full 
expression on the first night ofthe honeymoon. To put the point in the light of our 
discussion of the concept of identity in the last chapter, it is rapid and radical 
change threatening an inner sense of selfsameness that makes adolescence a 
critical period in identity formation. 

The growth and transition during adolescence also brings about an enrich¬ 
ment and diversity in the internal and external environment, thereby threatening 
the individual’s sense of unity. The inner world of the adolescent includes 
sexual drives of a newer quality and greater strength than ever before, fully grown 
muscular strength and intellectual capacities, the capacity to better understand 
ideas, a great diversity of lifestyles recognized in the surrounding society, new 
roles available and corresponding selves anticipated, and so on. One cannot just 
keep on adding new elements to one’s sense ofthe self: many old elements, such as 
childhood dreams, need to be discarded; selves, such as “mommy’s little boy,” 
must be abandoned; and new elements must be meaningfully integrated into a 
single functioning whole. To put it in terms ofthe concept of identity discussed 
in the previous chapter, what Erikson means by identity is the maintenance ofunity 
among the multiplicity of selves, and a sense of sameness in the midst ofinner and 
outer change. How is the unification of multiple selves and a sense of sameness 
attained? Erikson ascribes the attainment ofunity and sameness to the “synthetic 
function of the ego,” a concept traced back to the work of the psychoanalyst H. 
Nunberg (1931). Says Erikson (1968): “The ego, if understood as a central and 
partially unconscious organizing agency, must at any given stage oflife deal with 



144 


CHAPTER3 


a changing Self which demands to be synthesized with abandoned and anticipated 
selves” (p. 211). 

The unification of self-images and other contents of the psyche from within 
is not enough for successful identity formation; in addition to being integrated 
from within, the individual as a unit must be integrated into the social order ofhis 
or her community. During late adolescence, when young persons are about to step 
out of the sanctuary of parental protection into the world of work and the 
community at large, they are keen to find a niche in some section ofthe society, “a 
niche which is firmly defined and yet seems to be uniquely made” for themselves. 
“In finding it,” says Erikson (1959), “the young adult gains an assured sense of 
inner continuity and social sameness which will bridge what he was as a child and 
what he is about to become, and will reconcile his conception of himself and his 
community’s recognition ofhim_[S]uch recognition provides an entirely indis¬ 

pensable support to the ego in the specific tasks of adolescing (p. 111). The 
adults who recognize the youth’s potential may be parents, teachers, employers, or 
community leaders, and may “recognize” him or her by either actually granting a 
suitable position in the occupational orcommunity structure, orby merely offering 
their blessings. In the highly complex societies of our times, the world that the 
youth are ready to enter offers a bewilderingly wide array of alternatives in terms 
ofoccupation, sexuality, religion, ideology, and lifestyles. That does not mean that 
young persons are absolutely free to become whatever they want; the degrees of 
freedom vary greatly from society to society, depending on factors such as race, 
class, gender, economic conditions, current social policies, and so on. Writing 
against the backdrop of the American society, the Erikson suggests that the 
development of a healthy personality depends on “a certain degree of choice, a 
certain hope for an individual chance, and a certain conviction in freedom of self- 
determination ” (1959, p. 93). He also suggests that the process of identity forma¬ 
tion becomes problematic as the diversity and range of possibilities increase (see 
Erikson, 1963/1965,p. 13). 

There are several intrapersonal, interpersonal, and institutional factors that 
Erikson identifies as important for the identity formation process. One of the 
important intrapersonal factors he emphasizes is the cognitive development during 
the middle teens. In this context he refers explicitly to Jean Piaget’s account of 
the achievement of “formal operations,” whereby “the youth can operate on 
hypothetical propositions, can think of possible variables and potential relations, 
and think of them in thought alone, independent of concrete checks previously 
necessary” (Erikson, 1968, p. 245). The relevance ofthislevel of cognitive ability 
for the identity formation process is that the youth can “conjure up systematically 
the full range of alternative possibilities that could exist at any given time” (1968, 
p. 245).5 This means that those adolescents who do in fact develop the full 
capabilities of formal operations (and we know that not all do) can imaginatively 
link their present with a hypothetical future they construe or “conjure up” for 
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themselves. 6 But the path from the present to the future cannot be chalked out alone 
and without a meaningful perspective on the future. This is where the role of 
ideologies enters in the identity formation process. Institutionalized ideologies, as 
organized sets of collectively shared beliefs and values, provide valuable support 
for budding identities in a number of different ways. 

The primary function of an ideology is to provide a coherent perspective on 
life, ofthe world around and of one’s place within it (Erikson, 1959, pp. 156-159; 
1968, pp. 187-188).This is true of most forms ofideology, whether explicit or 
implicit, ambitious or cynical, religious or political, whether borrowed like a 
“package deal” from a particular book, leader, or institute, or assembled from 
individually chosen elements and forged into a unique configuration. At an 
intrapsychic level, an ideology provides a valuable aid to what Erikson calls “ego 
synthesis,” meaning, in particular, the integration of perspectives on the past 
and future selves. This is because ideologies tend to provide a set of values and to 
help in ordering priorities and fashion a hierarchy of roles, so that one is not pulled 
in different directions by conflicting role demands. Also, the ideological leaders 
often provide a valuable interpersonal link between the individual and the commu¬ 
nity at large. In some cases, a leader serves as a father figure, thus assisting in 
resolving deep-seated Oedipal conflicts during aperiod in which the young person 
is growing out ofthe confines ofthe family of origin and is struggling to come to 
terms with his relationship with authority 7 . The leaders, in turn, may fulfill their 
own needs for nurturing the younger generation during the late adult stage of their 
life cycle. 

As a shared set of values and goals, ideologies provide the most significant 
link between the individual and the group. While individuals derive a sense of 
belongingness, solidarity, and collective security by identifying themselves with 
the group’s ideology, the groups, in turn, harness the individual’s constructive and 
destructive capacities in the service of collective goals. Ideologies also offer 
perspectives on a collective future, whether conceived of as a utopia on earth, a 
kingdom in heaven, or an Armageddon. Such visions of the future, even the 
misguided or delusional ones, provide individuals with a perspective on an 
uncharted future and a structured life plan. A course of action based on a promised 
collective future tends to provide a sense of durability when facing changes of 
the type that may have challenged the adolescent’s sense of selfsameness. Before 
launching a course of action, the youth must feel that it is worthy of wagering the 
whole ofhis or her life, and an ideology provides ajustification for a plan of action 
and ensures the youth’s fidelity to the cause (Erikson, 1963/1965). 

If a youth is to offer her or his very best for a cause and be ready either to toil 
in anonymity for life or to die as a martyr in a moment, then it better be the best 
cause possible, for nobody would want to waste her or his energies for a worthless 
cause. And there is usually no shortage of groups and leaders ready to convince 
potential followers that theirs is the best cause to live or die for. Erikson has 
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repeatedly noted in his writings that humanity is divided into innumerable seg¬ 
ments, each claiming to pursue the greatest cause of earth. He has coined the term 
pseudospeciation to designate the division ofhumankind into separate species, as 
it were, each claiming to be a special kind — whether by virtue of past glory, some 
God-given privilege, or moral superiority by virtue of following the most justifi¬ 
able cause imaginable. Some members of the pseudospecies tend to embrace 
totalistic ideologies that simplistically define good and bad in black-and-white 
terms, and divide communities sharply between defenders of the faith versus their 
enemies who fit to be annihilated like a species of prey destroyed by its natural 
predators. Adolescents who have just begun to recognize the moral relativity by 
virtue of their newly acquired cognitive capacity for “formal operations” some¬ 
times feel overwhelmed by the task of having to choose among a large variety of 
competing conceptions ofvalue. For such adolescents, totalistic ideologies offer a 
quick solution by sharply defining good and bad and by promising rewards either 
in the form ofan ultimate victory or else the glory ofmartyrdom. We shall return to 
the cognitive implications of totalism in Chapter 4, on self-as-knower. Here, let us 
simply note that ideologies, whether totalistic or tolerant, explicit or implicit, assist 
in the central task of adolescence, namely, the attainment of a satisfactory psycho¬ 
social self-definition. Indeed, Erikson (1959) sees the role of ideology to be so 
important in identity formation that he considers identity and ideology to be “two 
aspects of the same process” (p. 157). 

To be able to attain a satisfactory self-definition, a young person must make 
“a series of ever-narrowing selections of personal, occupational, sexual, and 
ideological commitments” (Erikson, 1963/1965,p. 13, emphasis added). Obvi¬ 
ously, such a task requires time, and it is quite common for many people to explore 
several alternatives before arriving at lifelong commitments. In many instances, 
the initial choices are often accompanied by such strong feelings of sincerity and 
purpose that choices appear irreversible. However, what is accepted initially as 
a commitment for life turns out in the long run to be tentative. Many ayouth adopts 
values, roles, relationships, and lifestyles so as to try them on for size, so to speak, 
i.e., with an implicit spirit of “free role experimentation.” Often such experimen¬ 
tation is undertaken with a playful provocativeness - deliberately choosing what 
parents and other significant adults might dislike or prohibit. The adults, on the 
other hand, often tend to be permissive despite verbally denouncing the youths’ 
undertakings. Indeed, the adult society tends to not only allow the young person to 
postpone typical “adult commitments,” such as getting married or settling in a 
career, but directly or indirectly provides support for the prolongation ofthe stage 
of “adolescence.” Erikson has used the term psychosocial moratorium to desig¬ 
nate situations where the society tends to permit the prolongation of adolescence 
through free role experimentation on the part ofthe youth. With the help of such a 
moratorium, the growing individual is able to develop a “sense of identity.” 

The concepts of identify and identityformation are at the core of Erikson’s 
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theory of personality. However, he does not give a precise definition of the term 
identity. Instead, he attempts to “make the subject matter ofidentity more explicit 
by approaching it from a variety of angles - biographic, pathographic, and theo - 
retical; and by letting the term identity speak for itself in a number of connota¬ 
tions” (Erikson, 1959, p. 102). Having said this, Erikson goes on to assign the term 
identity a set of related connotations such as a “conscious sense of individual 
identity, ” “striving for a continuity ofpersonal character, ” “a criterion for the 
silent doings of ego synthesis,” and finally, “maintenance of an inner solidarity 
withagroup’s ideals andidentity” (1959, p. 102; emphasis original). Oftheprocess 
ofidentity formation, he provides the following account: 

From a genetic point of view .,. the process ofidentity formation emerges as an evolving 
conflguration-a configuration which is gradually established by successive ego syn¬ 
theses and resyntheses throughout childhood; it is a configuration gradually integrating 
constitutional givens, idiosyncratic libidinal needs, favored capacities, significant iden¬ 
tifications, effective defenses, successful sublimations, and consistent roles. (Erikson, 

1959, p. 116; emphasis original) 

It is best to describe the concept of sense ofidentity, which describes the gains that 
accrue to an individual upon completion ofthe stage-specific tasks of adolescence, 
in Erikson’s own words: 

An increasing sense ofidentity ... is experienced preconsciously as a sense of psycho¬ 
social well-being. Its most obvious concomitants are a feeling of being at home with 
one’s body, a sense of “knowing where one is going,” and an inner assuredness of 
anticipated recognition from those who count. Such a sense of identity, however, is 
never gained nor maintained once and for all. Like a “good conscience,” it is constantly 
lost and regained, although more lasting and more economical methods of maintenance 
and restoration are evolved and fortified in late adolescence. (Erikson, 1959, p. 118) 

To put it differently, the successful completion of the developmental tasks of 
adolescence should lead to the crystallization ofone’s selfhood such that the youth 
could say with confidence, “This is where I belong,” or “I am what I stand for.” 

As can be expected, individuals differ greatly in the ways in which they meet 
the challenges of youth, in the degree of success they attain, and the amount of 
time taken to complete the tasks. Some individuals express great difficulties in 
arriving at a satisfactory sense ofidentity and experience its antithesis, a condition 
that Erikson has labeled role confusion. In extreme instances, the difficulties in 
accomplishing a sense of identity manifest in the form of a variety of relatively 
mild or severe symptoms such as: inability to concentrate on work at hand; 
inability to derive a sense of efficacy, often despite success in doing what one is 
expected to do; difficulty in starting or finishing work on time, and a general 
difficulty in coping with time; a feeling that life isjust happening to oneself, rather 
than being lived by one’s own initiative; “fluctuations in ego-strength,” meaning 
occasionally feeling great, while sometimes feeling worthless; and “work paral¬ 
ysis,” meaning sheer inability to get anything accomplished and feeling that life 
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has come to a standstill. A condition involving several such symptoms has been 
called the state of identity crisis. Erikson has offered acomposite sketch ofthe state 
of identity crisis on the basis of his observations of a number of borderline cases 
encountered in his clinical practice and a number of biographical and auto¬ 
biographical accounts. He has noted that it is extremely rare to find an ensemble 
of most of the typical symptoms described above in a single case. He also has 
warned that, despite its apparent similarity with a neurotic syndrome, identity 
crisis is not a “nosological category,” i.e., a medical term designating a form of 
disease. It is not an affliction ora pathology leading to a wastage of energy, but is 
rather a “normative crisis,” Le., a normal period of difficulty with heightened 
potential for growth, like the apparently pathological but normal period ofteething 
in infancy, for instance. 


Stage 6: Intimacy versus Isolation 

As the years of adolescence pass, one arrives at adulthood with or without an 
adequate sense of identity. During early adulthood, most individuals’ major 
concern shifts to the development and maintenance of intimate relationships in 
love and work. Being separate from others and yet together with them is a hall¬ 
mark of identity. In intimate encounters and close companionships in love and 
work that are typical of early adult life, it is often difficult to maintain an optimum 
distance from the companion. Selfhood, as discovered, defined, and fortified by 
late adolescence, is now in danger ofbeing fused with or lost in an intimate dyadic 
bond. The challenge one faces at this stage is therefore what and how much to give 
in, and what and how much to retain, as one’s own and separate territory. 
According to the Eriksonian model, a favorable balance ofthe feeling ofintimacy 
with partners in sex, friendship, and work over a sense of isolation from them 
marks the optimum condition in early adulthood. 


Stage 7: Generativity versus Stagnation 

During the middle period of adulthood, most individuals shift their major 
concern to the care of the next generation. It is not simply the chores involved 
in providing food, comforts, and schooling that matter during this stage; what 
matters most is the passing of a cultural legacy to the younger generation. In the 
context of the succession of generations that is critical for this stage, one tends to 
see oneself in relation to one’s forebears on the one hand and one’s successors on 
the other. One might try to assess whether, in comparison with what one received 
from parents and teachers, one has contributed something more worthwhile to 
one’s children, students, or apprentices at work. If the assessment is positive, the 
result is a sense of generativity, it implies the satisfaction of having contributed 
one’s fair share to the cultural legacy on behalf ofthe current generation. However, 
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if the assessment is negative, one might feel stagnation, implying that one has 
failed to improve upon the cultural legacy ofprevious generations. In my opinion, 
the sense of selfhood may be crystallized at this stage in saying: “I am what I have 
and care to pass on to the next generation.” 


Stage 8: Integrity versus Despair 

The eighth and last stage in the Eriksonian model coincides with old age. It 
is the time for taking stock of the entire life cycle toward its completion. If I have 
accomplished becoming what I think I should have become, then I would have a 
sense of integrity; if not, I would feel a sense of despair. According to Erikson 
(1968), toward the end of life one’s sense of identity might be expressed in the 
words, “I am what survives of me” (p. 141). 

The Varied Critiques of Erikson’s Theory 

Over the nearly half century that Erikson’s work evolved, his ideas gained 
wide popularity and attracted amultitude offollowers as well as critics. There have 
been several attempts to examine, extend, test, as well as criticize various aspects 
of his work. It is neither necessary nor possible to explore and assess the varied 
developments inspired and critiques evoked by Erikson’s writings on various 
related fields such as human development, psychohistory, and so on. However, it 
is necessary to indicate the kind of support as well as critiques that are relevant to 
the present context. One of the major concerns of contemporary psychology is 
whether his concept ofidentity and his theory ofidentity formation are empirically 
supported. Foremost in such research conducted over the years for empirically 
testing Erikson’s ideas is the work of James Marcia (1966), who devised a method 
for the validation of the concept of ego identity status derived from Erikson’s 
theory. It is not necessary to describe this methodology here. Suffice it to note that, 
with the help ofnumerous studies using this method in North America as well as in 
many other parts of the world, Marcia and his many students, colleagues, and 
others have compiled a considerable amount of data to test various hypotheses 
derived from Erikson’s theory. On the basis ofareview ofsuch data, Marcia (1980) 
concludes that “[t]he utility of the concept ofidentity in looking at personality 
development in adolescence has been reasonably well established. It is a construct 
that can be fairly reliably measured, related to concurrent variables, and to 
antecedent and consequent conditions” (p. 181). 

Marcia’s claim has been carefully examined and criticized for various techni¬ 
cal shortcomings as well as its overemphasis on the individual and the neglect of 
social factors (Cote and Levine, 1987). In response to such criticism, Waterman 
(1988) has defended Marcia’s research methodology andthe majorfindings based 
on it. Regardless oftheir shortcomings, studies ofidentity formation by Marcia and 
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his associates have demonstrated that Erikson’s theory is a rich source of hypoth¬ 
eses that can be quantified and empirically tested. Whatever the level of empirical 
support lent to his theory by current research, as noted by Hall and Lindzey (1978), 
“[m]uch ofwhat Erikson has written appears to have face validity, that is, it seems 
to ring true to the average reader” (p. 108). Erikson came to psychology from art, 
bringing esthetic quality as well as literary merit to his writing, for which he is 
widely admired. “But,” says Ray Holland (1977), “Erikson the artist integrates 
and unifies his picture, and in the end it is, like many fine works of art, good, but 
not quite true” (p. 40). I, for one, would settle for the provisional judgment that 
Erikson’s theory holds a promise of validity strong enough to be taken very 
seriously. 

Aside from the descriptive aspects ofErikson’s theory, which must be judged 
in terms of their validity, its prescriptive aspects are open to judgment in terms of 
a variety of values and ideological positions. His work has been criticized by 
several feminists (e.g.,Millett, 1970/1990;Janeway, 1971) for its sexist bias. The 
feminist critics have noted, often in an approving tone, that Erikson recognizes not 
only the unfair treatment women have received in many societies, but also their 
potential to bring peace on earth. However, they find fault with his view that 
“anatomy is destiny.” Attributing the origin ofwomen’s problems to nature rather 
than to social injustice makes the problems look impossible to correct, thereby 
diverting attention away from the efforts needed to remove the injustices. As to 
Erikson’s views on many other matters, some authors have criticized Erikson for 
his conservatism and his support ofthe societal status quo (e.g., Roazen, 1976, p. 

165), while others have taken him to task for being a revisionist and for siding with 
the radical youth of America (Gutmann, 1974). Such varied evaluations of Erik - 
son's work follow from the critic’s background, mandate, values, and purpose. 

Erikson’s Theory in the Cross-Cultural Context 

As noted, Erikson’s theory was founded on cross-cultural observations in 
varied contexts: his experience of living first in Europe and then in the United 
States, his acquaintance and collaboration with several anthropologists, his early 
work with American Indians, and his later work in India to study Mahatma 
Gandhi’s life history. Erikson’s openness to a variety ofcultures stands in contrast 
with the majority ofWestem personality theorists, who rarely step beyond the 
boundaries ofthe Western civilization, and when they do, they try mainly to ob¬ 
tain data to fit their methodology rather than to start a dialogue with indigeous 
theories and expand their horizons. Hypotheses based on Eriksonian theory have 
been tested in a wide variety of cultures, 8 and the results suggest broad, if not 
universal, applicability of the Eriksonian theory to cultures around the world. 
Erikson’s theory of identity formation has been applied in a wide variety of studies 
in India: in longitudinal as well as cross-sectional studies of college youth (Kakar 
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& Chowdhry, 1970; Paranjpe, 1975), in clinical work with youth (Ramanujam, 
1979), in autobiographical accounts of upper- as well as lower-caste men (Pa¬ 
ranjpe, 1975, Ch. 4; Thorat, 1979),investigations ofidentity issues among women 
(Paranjpe, 1975, pp. 201-217;Das, 1979), comparative case studies ofidentity 
issues in Indian and Japanese youth (Roland, 1988), and in Erikson’s own well- 
known study of Mahatma Gandhi (Erikson, 1969). In my judgment, the upshot of 
all this work is that the basic concepts of psychosocial identity and identity crisis 
and the Eriksonian analysis of the process of identity formation are largely 
applicable to the Indian cultural context, except for details. The case history based 
on a young man’s diaries over a 10-year period reported in my earlier work 
(Paranjpe, 1975, Ch. 4), in particular, shows that the process ofyouth's search for 
identity, the symptoms ofidentity crisis, and successful resolution ofidentity crisis 
by using role experimentation within a psychosocial moratorium match with 
Erikson’s account so well that further questioning about the applicability of his 
theory becomes a matter of detail rather than of core concepts. 

The details where the Eriksonian account of identity formation does not 
fit well with the Indian context include the following points: that there is no distinct 
state of adolescence in the Indian society; Indian youth are under greater pressure 
than Western youth to subordinate individual interests and opinions to those of 
family and social authorities; and the role ofparents in raising children is different 
than in the West owing to greater influence of uncles and aunts and grandparents, 
which alters the significance ofthe Oedipal conflict for character formation. Given 
the results of its applications in India, Erikson’s theory ofidentity formation holds 
high promise for wider cross-cultural relevance. Probably the process ofidentity 
formation is about the same everywhere, but supports and threats to that process 
differ from culture to culture and contribute to the alleviation or aggravation of an 
individual’s passage through the life cycle. 

Be that as it may, a special aspect ofthe application ofErikson’s theory to the 
Indian culture is that it has been examined in the light ofthe traditional indigenous 
worldview oflndiaby SudhirKakar (1979,1981), who was oneofhis students, and 
also by Erikson (1979) himself. 1 think that such examination is an important aspect 
in the cross-cultural application of psychological theories; it fits within the Mali- 
nowskian dictum that it is important to view the world from the “natives’ 
viewpoint,” and it is conspicuously absent in contemporary cross-cultural studies. 
At any rate, both Kakar and Erikson emphasize (rightly, in my opinion) the 
relevance of the concepts of dharma and karma in examining the concept of 
identity in the context ofthe traditional Indian worldview. Erikson (1979) has 
made the following crucial observation in this connection: 

[T]he Hindu life spiral combines dharma, the law ofthe present life, with karma, the net 
balance of good and bad deeds in previous lives, and defines a person’s identity as 
well as his adult goals as aspects of one inescapable truth which unifies rather than 
contrasts our earthly and our existential identities, (p. 16; emphasis original) 
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I have already introduced the concepts of dharma and karma in Chapter 2 in terms 
of their relevance to the traditional Indian concept of personhood. The fact that 
Erikson reflects on their relevance is a remarkable indication of the opening of 
cultural horizons for a psychological theory ofWestem origin, and prompts further 
steps in the same direction. In the remainder of this volume, I wish to build on the 
suggestive implications of Erikson’s words quoted above and similar steps taken 
by Sudhir Kakar. My own inclination is to probe deeper into the ontological, 
epistemic, and axiological implications that would either ensure, delimit, or deny 
the convergence of the differing viewpoints. To be able to do so, it is necessary to 
examine the theoretical foundations ofErikson’s work, which, in my opinion, are 
marked by two rather distinct phases ofthe development in his account ofidentity. 
The first phase is represented by a chapter called the “theoretical interlude” in a 
book published in the middle stage of his career (Erikson, 1968), and the second 
phase is reflected in a paper published over a decade later (1981). Let me briefly 
explain these two phases of his theoretical foundations, along with short interpre¬ 
tive commentaries on both. 


Theoretical Interlude: The Earlier Phase 

In Identity, Youth and Crisis, Erikson (1968) identifies the different concepts 
ofvarious earlier authors that helped shape his own distinctive approach. “Identity 
in its vaguest sense suggests,” he says, “much of what has been called the selfby a 
variety of workers” (p. 208), specifically mentioning what G. H. Mead called the 
“self-concept,” H. S. Sullivan’s “self-system,” and “fluctuating self-experience” 
described by the psychoanalysts P. Schilder and P. Fedem. He also explains 
the connection he had tried to establish in his own work between cognitive and 
social psychological concepts like self-image and role on the one hand and the 
Freudian and ego psychoanalytical concepts ofthe ego-ideal and “ideologies of 
the superego” on the other. More specifically, Erikson (1968, p. 209) points out 
that his work is concerned primarily with the “genetic continuity of such a self¬ 
representation, a continuity which must certainly be ascribed to the ego.” While 
the Freudian ego-ideal implies the “ideals of the particular era as absorbed in 
childhood” (p. 210), his own concern, he says, is about the changing ideals and 
self-images throughout the life cycle. In this context, he ascribes to the ego the task 
of selecting, testing, and integrating self-images as they keep changing under the 
impact of inner and outer changes: 

While the imagery of the ego ideal could be said to represent a set of to-be-striven-for 
but forever not-quite-attainable ideal goals for the Self, ego identity could be said to be 
characterized by the actually attained but forever-to-be-revised sense ofthe reality ofthe 
Self within social reality. (Erikson, 1968, pp. 210-211) 

It should be clear from the above that “ego identity” as conceptualized by 
Erikson is suggestive of continuity in the images of selfhood over a series of 
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continual changes induced in self-images,roles, as well as values and ideals under 
the impact of inner and outer pressures. How is the sense of continuity attained? 
It is attained by periodically assessing one’s self-images and other elements of 
selfhood in the light of contemporary challenges (such as successes and failures, 
new information, opportunities, rewards, and the like), by selectively abandoning 
those that are no longer serviceable or appealing and by integrating the old and the 
new one into arenewed vision of selfhood. While a major renewal orthis type of an 
overhaul is said to happen during the “psychosocial moratorium” of youth, 
Erikson suggested that the sense ofidentity continues to be revised throughout the 
life cycle. There is some research in developmental psychology (e.g., Stephen, 
Fraser, & Marcia, 1992) that shows how the process of continual revision and 
consolidation of the sense ofidentity continues throughout adulthood in alternat¬ 
ing phases of exploration and commitment. According to Erikson (1959), “[t]he 
sense of ego identity ... is the accrued confidence that one’s ability to maintain 
inner sameness and continuity (one’s ego in a psychological sense) is matched by 
the sameness and continuity of one’s meaning for others” (p. 89). It is important to 
note here that in Erikson’s view, what supports the selfsameness felt by an 
individual by way of his or her “sense of identity” is primarily an “accrued 
confidence” in one’s ability to convince oneself and significant others that, despite 
the changes in various aspects ofone’s self, one has somehow continued to be the 
same. As long as one can convince oneself - or rationalize- that one is the same 
person as before, it does not matter if one does not understand what-if anything, 
for that matter- has remained the same within oneself. 

Essentially, Erikson’s theory explains how most people cope with ongoing 
changes in their personhood and how they acquire and maintain a sense -or 
impression-of having been the same selves despite many obvious changes that 
take place willy-nilly in the course of life. Such understanding helps identify the 
more common pitfalls in the development and maintenance of a sense ofidentity, 
which in turn can be abasis forguidance, counseling, and therapeutic work. This is 
fine as far as it goes, but what does Erikson’s theory offer in terms of the deeper 
meanings of self and identity raised in the previous chapter? In keeping with the 
strategy chosen earlier, the question may be rephrased as follows: what does 
Erikson’s theory affirm in regard to self-sameness, on what grounds, and to what 
consequence? 

In Identity, Youth and Crisis, Erikson (1968) insists that his focus is on 
psychosocial identity, indirectly suggesting that he is not interested in the philo¬ 
sophical questions associated with the concept ofidentity. Nevertheless, he pro¬ 
vides some pointers regarding the deeper implications ofhis viewpoint. “[TJhere 
is more to man’s core than identity,” says Erikson, “there is in fact in each 
individual an ‘I,’ an observing center of awareness and of volition, which can 
transcend and must survive th epsycho-social identity which is our concern in this 
book” (p. 135). My main comment on this is that, in saying this, Erikson essentially 
follows the Kantian position insofar as (1) the term transcend typically suggests 
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the Kantian approach in the Western tradition as illustrated in James’s usage ofthe 
expression the “transcendental ego”; (2) the term center is suggestive of the un¬ 
changing character attributed to the Kantian Pure Ego; and (3) given the focus on 
both the observing center of awareness andofvolition, Erikson’s approach echoes 
Kant’s double-barreled notion ofan unchanging self-as-knower combined with the 
“permanence of the agent” mentioned in the previous chapter. 

Ifthis interpretation is correct, then many of James’s criticism ofthe Kantian 
position hold, mutatis mutandis, to Erikson’s position as well. First, as in Kant’s 
case, Erikson’s position is also ambiguous, since it combines the center of aware¬ 
ness, presumably implying a passive element in the total equation of the whole 
enterprise ofknowing, with an active agent. Second, while in Kant’s case the Pure 
Ego is a mere logical postulate, and hence an unverifiable entity, Erikson’s center 
of awareness is groundless, lacking support not only in the form of verification of 
any sort but even a single argument. Third, no consequences follow from affirming 
a center of awareness as suggested by Erikson, as is the case with Kant’s postula¬ 
tion ofthe Pure Ego. 


Theoretical Interlude: the Later Phase 

What I have called the earlier phase in the development of Erikson’s views 
was completed in 1968, which is about the time of his retirement. Several years 
later, he started to speak of how and why persons begin to relate to something 
that transcends their existence in time. The occasion was his “Jefferson Lectures in 
the Humanities” delivered in 1974, and the topic was the compilation of excerpts 
from the Bible by Jefferson (1743-1826), the third President ofthe United States, 
in his old age. According to Erikson (1974), this compilation 

bespeaks some awareness, on the part ofan American president, ofthe fact that one pole 
of any identity, in any historical period, relates man to what is forever contemporary, 
namely, eternity ... [T]his pole of identity ... deals with the awareness of death. We all 
dimly feel that our transient historical identity is the only chance in all eternity to be 
alive as somebody in a here and now. We, therefore, dread the possibility, of which 
we are most aware when deeply young or very old, that at the end we may find that we 
have lived the wrong life or not really lived at all. This dread seems incomparably 
greater than death itself, after a fulfilled life — awful as the sudden cessation of life 
always is. (pp. 41-42) 

In raising concerns over the possibility of encountering at the end of one’s life the 
feeling ofhaving “lived the wrong life,” and by relating to “eternity,” Erikson has 
raised the most profound existential issues reminiscent ofthe Upanisadic story of 
Naciketas mentioned before. In his own way, Erikson suggests two different ways 
in which individuals tend to cope with their yearning for eternity. One way is to die 
a heroic death while helping kill “those on ‘the other side’ who share ... another 
world view” (p. 42). Erikson labels this way of transcending mortality “kill and 
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survive.” He contrasts this martyr’s way of seeking immortality with the other, 
saintly way, which “emphasizes nothingness instead of somebodiness. It is ‘not of 
this world,’ and instead of a competition for the world’s goods (including those 
securing the earthly identity), it seeks brotherhood in self-denial” (p. 42). “This 
way of identity is personified,” says Erikson, “by the great religious leaders 
who in their own words represent the naked grandeur of the I that transcends all 
earthly identity in the name of Him who is I Am. The motto of this world view 
could be said to be ‘die and become.’ ” (p. 43). 

In a later article, “Galilean Saying and the Sense of ‘I,’ ” Erikson (1981) 
explains the significance ofthe saintly way of transcending temporal identity with 
the example of Jesus and also connects it with the theoretical analysis of the “I” 
as a transcendental center of awareness explained in the earlier phase of his 
theorizing. In this later paper, he says: “The I, after all, is the ground for the simple 
verbal assurance that each person is a center of awareness in a universe of 
communicable experience, a center so numinous that it amounts to a sense ofbeing 
alive, and more, ofbeing the vital condition of existence” (p. 323; emphasis 
added). Elsewhere in the same paper he first suggests that “the sense of ‘I’ is the 
most obvious and the most elusive endowment of creatures with consciousness” 
(p. 323). Then he repeats many ofthe same words, saying that “the sense of/ is 
one of the most obvious facts of existenc e- indeed, may be the most obvious- 
and ... the most elusive.” In an attempt to shed light on this elusive phenomenon, 
he goes back to his intellectual ancestors, referring to himself as “a modem person 
and a psychoanalyst in the Judeo-Christian orbit” (p. 322). 

One of the many intellectual ancestors to whom Erikson returns in this 
context is William James, and quotes the following words from his Psychology: 


The I, or “pure ego,” is a very much more difficult subject of inquiry than the Me. It is 
that which at any moment is conscious, whereas the Me is only one of the things it is 
conscious of. In other words, it is the Thinker; and the question immediately comes up 
what is the thinker? (James, 1910, pp. 195-196; quoted in Erikson, 1981, p. 323) 


It is interesting that in raising these questions Erikson goes back indirectly to Kant, 
and although he does not discuss any of Kant’s “philosophical” notions, he 
nevertheless touches upon the metaphysical issue of “what is the thinker?” 
Throughout this paper, Erikson’s (1981) approach shows a clear shift away from 
his earlier work, in which he focused on the struggles and trepidation ofindividuals 
studied through case histories, biographies, and autobiographies. In his later work 
(Erikson, 1981),he explores the meaning ofthe “I” in the sayings ofJesus during 
the phase of his life when he wandered on the banks ofthe Sea of Galilee. In his 
analysis ofthis historical instance, Erikson addresses some deeply existential and 
even theological concerns about the nature ofthe “I.” Reflecting once again on the 
stagewise changes in selfhood analyzed in his research on the life cycle, he now 
clearly recognizes that “throughout all these critical stages with all their develop- 
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ment, there remains for the 7a certain existential solitariness which ... we depict as 
seeking love, liberation, salvation” (p. 323). In trying to understand these issues he 
consults not only the workofthe existential theologian Rudolph Bultmann (1884- 
1976), but also the Bible itself, along with various studies in Biblical exegesis. 
Indeed, Erikson speaks in this paper like a Biblical scholar, offering his own 
interpretation of the light the Gospel throws on the nature of the “I.” 

Erikson explains that in his task of the interpretation of the ancient texts he 
was trying to follow the methodological guidelines of the “form critics” within 
the exegetic and hermeneutic tradition. Like the scholars of this tradition, he too 
was trying to bridge the historical gap between the ancient and the modem. This 
implies an attempt to make sense of what was said in a different sociohistorical 
context and with a different set ofmetaphors in the light of contemporary concerns, 
idioms, and metaphors. But unlike the existential theologians, he was not dealing 
with only theological issues, but also with some psychological ones. The sense of 
self, he says, “lies on the borderline of psychology and of theology” (p. 323). 
Moreover, as a developmental social psychologist, he began his exegetic exercise 
with a particular concern and a particular perspective in mind. My own under¬ 
standing of Erikson’s analysis of the Galilean sayings is that it reflects a signifi¬ 
cantly different phase of his theory of selfhood. Let me attempt an explanation. 

In the earlier phase ofhis work, Erikson located the origins ofthe sense ofZ 
in the mutual recognition of the baby and the mother in close dyadic interaction. 
Like Cooley before him, he saw the selfand the other ai, born together, except that 
he considered the other as a counterplayer in an ongoing interpersonal exchange 
and the mother as the Primal Other. According to Erikson’s theory, the growing 
child encounters a social sphere of successively widening radii, and the self 
develops through interaction in a series of pairs of I and you. This implies an 
expanding sphere of relations successively including the father, siblings, neigh - 
bors, peers, teachers, and so on. The growing child gradually becomes part of an 
increasing number ofdyads and triads withaseries of he and she with whom the he 
or she has close encounters. Eventually, the growing individual must encounter the 
multiple wes with which he or she feels identified and also with corresponding they 
and them, who the Ileams to “repudiate or to exclude as foreign, ifnot nonhuman 
altogether” (Erikson, 1981, p. 331). As the individual grows, the boundaries of 
what the social psychologists call in-groups and out-groups keep changing with the 
vicissitudes ofthe individual’s and the society’s history, requiring relevant re¬ 
definition and realignment ofthe/with avariety of we, and they. Erikson calls the 
division ofhumanity into exclusive communities pseudospeciation, implying that 
humanity, instead of being united into a single species, is split into numerous 
pseudospecies that fight with each other like predator and prey. This conceptual - 
ization of pseudospeciation suggests Erikson’s concern with the problem of 
worldwide conflict and war. This concern is particularly understandable if we 
remember that he is a member of the generation of 20th-century Europe that 
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witnessed two cataclysmic wars. Against this background, one ofthe things about 
the history of Palestine in the lifetime of Jesus that Erikson looks at with great 
concern is the way in which Jesus’s society was divided and how Jesus dealt with 
those divisions. 

Seeing it from the vantage point of such a concern, Erikson notes that dur¬ 
ing the time when Jesus wandered on the banks of the Sea of Galilee, the Jews of 
the Diaspora were deeply divided into several subgroups, such as the Pharisees, 
Sadducees, Essenes, and the Zealots. During the period of Jesus’s childhood, the 
Zealots had revolted against the Romans, and the violence had continued for 
decades, while at the same time “the Sadducees, a party ofthe priestly aristocracy 
... shared the maintenance of a precarious Pax Romana with the occupying 
power” (Erikson, 1981,p. 341). Yet when Jesus went around preaching asarabbi 
throughout Palestine, he spoke to ordinary men and women, healing the sick and 
helping the poor regardless of their background. Jesus not only gave a renewed 
sense ofthe we to his followers, he also gave a new perspective on how to properly 
orient themselves to all of them. This orientation is best expressed in Jesus’s 
famous exhortation not to go “eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth,” but rather 
to turn the other cheek if the enemy strikes on the right, and to go on extra mile if 
forced to go one mile (Matthew, 5:38-41). In connection with Jesus’s message of 
love for not only one’s kith and kin, but even one’s enemies, Erikson (1981, pp. 
361 -362)asks us to remember an insight derived from psychoanalysis: that the 
sense ofl, if allowed to be suppressed by the tyrannical inner voice ofthe superego, 
tends to either repress the inner evil and be subject to a self-destructive self-hate, or 
“projects” it onto the “they” and sets out to destroy them.9 Jesus taught us by his 
own example how to project the bestin us on the worste nemy, a lesson followed in 
our times by Mahatma Gandhi. 

In his paper on the Galilean sayings, Erikson (1981, p. 354) excerpts the 
whole text ofthe Biblical parable ofthe Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32), which 
illustrates God’s welcome to the repentant sinner. The “parable’s meaning, in its 
patriarchal and monotheistic setting,” says Erikson, “is the father’s overall paren¬ 
tal care and above all his forgiveness" (p. 356; emphasis added). Tolerating the 
visibly differing lifestyles ofalien cultures and forgiving transgressions ofindivid- 
uals within one ’ s own communities seems easier to those who are prepared to focus 
on the inner self and to recognize their own shortcomings, rather than persistently 
focusing on others and finding fault with them. Erikson goes to great length in 
pointing out that Jesus asked his followers to look inward for sources ofboth sin as 
well as the Kingdom of God. “And if the Kingdom is so vague in its temporal 
boundaries, where is it?” asks Erikson (1981, p. 347; emphasis original). Then he 
quotes Jesus’s words, “Behold, the Kingdom ofGod is in the midst ofyou” (Luke 
17:21), insisting that Luther’s translation “within you” correctly conveys the 
“authentic” meaning of Jesus’s original words. One of the main outcomes of 
Erikson’s exegetic exercise is his conclusion that “[i]n the Bible, the most direct 
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reference to the human / is in the form of an inner light, that is, of a luminosity of 
awareness” (p. 329). An implication of this is, 1 think, that when one realizes 
that the /resides at the center of awareness, one need not find the self in a we and be 
wedded to the group’s boundaries. The self, as but a point at the center of 
awareness, has no boundaries. One who realizes the seifs lack of boundaries 
should no longer feel identified with a group with sharp boundaries that excludes 
and rejects outsiders. If more and more people realize this, then division of 
humanity into pseudospecies should come to an end. But Erikson does no& actually 
say this; he seems to suggest as much when he turns away from his usual focus 
on the human sense of/to God’s. 

One ofthe questions Erikson (1981) tries to answer in his exegesis is: What 
is the meaning of “Moses’s report that when he asked God for his name he received 
the answer: ‘lam thatlam ’? ’ ’ (p. 324). In his search for an Answer, Erikson refers 
to Leif Boman who, he points out, “has noted that the word for ‘being’ (‘hayah’) 
... is used in connection with Jehovah's very name,” and that it “has a very active 
quality” (p. 336). Erikson infers from this “an identity of being, and becoming, 
and even of acting and speaking,” and goes on to quote a saying from the Old 
Testament (Isaiah, 40:28) that describes God as “everlasting” and suggests that He 
is everywhere. The implication of this is, 1 think, that the selfsameness or perma¬ 
nence of the I is understood as derived from Being, which is everlasting and 
ubiquitous, and presumably also divine. But “the dominating quality ofthe deity,” 
says Erikson, is “that of a pervasive spirit, out of bounds for any personal 
characterization,” (1981, pp. 335-356), andhence expressed in an enigmatic form: 
“I am that I am.” Erikson’s references to “deity” and “pervasive spirit” in 
connection with the human “sense of I” give the impression that he is talking 
about some ineffable “mystical” experience. This impression is deepened by his 
references in the same essay to the well-known mystics, Lao Tse and Meister 
Eckhart. 

This reference in Erikson’s search for the nature of selfhood to the ideas of 
the German mystic Meister Eckhart (1260 -1327) brings us close to the perspective 
ofthe Advaita Vedanta, for Meister Eckhart's views have been recognized as being 
very similar indeed to those ofthe Indian scholar and Advaita Vedantist, Sankara 
(788-820)(see Otto, 1932). With this note, we shall turn to a discussion ofthe 
Advaita Vedantic views ofperson, self, and identity, and then turn to a comparison 
of the views of Erikson and Sankara 


Person, Self, and Identity According to Advaita Vedanta 

As noted in the previous chapter, Vedanta is one of the six major orthodox 
schools of Indian philosophical thought that accepts the authority ofthe ancient 
scriptural texts, the Vedas. The term Vedanta is suggestive ofits focus on the Upa- 
nisads, philosophical treatises that originated toward the latest phase (prob- 
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ably 1500-600 bce) of the long period in which the Vedic texts were composed. 
Despite the hotly debated controversies over their historical origins, it is generally 
believed that the teachings of the principal Upanisads (about a dozen in number) 
were known to Gautama Buddha (563-483 bce), and elicited his unorthodox 
reactions. Parts of the orthodox systems such as MTmamsa Vedanta, Sarikhya 
Yoga, Nyaya, and so on arose from an attempt to provide well-integrated theories 
based on the exegesis of the Upanisadic texts. The Vedantic interpretation was 
systematized in the form of a series of aphorisms by Badarayana around the 
beginning ofthe Common Era, orpossibly earlier. Badarayana’s interpretation was 
in turn subject to many alternative interpretations. The most influential among 
them is the nondualist (Advaita) viewpoint of Sankara (ca. 788-820ce). 

Sankara was an intellectual of the highest order. Within the short span of 
his life he wrote definitive critiques ofil) the principal Upanisads (Sankara, 1964), 
(2) the Bhagavad-GTta (Sankara 1978), which is a most influential compendium of the 
systems of Indian thought, and(3) Badarayana’s Vedanta aphorisms (Sankara, 1980). 10 
In addition to these major works, he also wrote several minor treatises on Vedanta, 
composed devotional poems, engaged many prominent scholars of his time in 
debates and defeated or won them to his side, and also established monasteries in 
the four comers ofthe Indian subcontinent. Sankara’s work is often compared with 
that of Aristotle in terms ofthe incisiveness of logic, breadth of scope, and degree 
of influence. His theories were elucidated, expanded and enriched by a long 
succession ofhighly capable scholars such as Suresvara and Vacaspati Misra (9th 
century), Sarvajnatman (10 century), Sriharsa (12th century), Prakasatman (13th 
century ), Sayana Madhava and Vidyaranya (14th century ), Madhusudana Appaya 
Diksita, and Dharmaraja (16th century), Abhyankar (20th century), and innumer¬ 
able others. Sankara’s nondualist Vedanta is a rich and live tradition to which 
scholars have continued to contribute. Vedanta is also part of a traditional way of 
life in which self-realization is considered the goal oflife, and individuals aspiring 
to this goal find guidance from competent teachers (gurusj in their own efforts 
(sddhana) to reach this goal. 

It is impossible to do justice to a theory so rich and complex as Advaita 
Vedanta in a few pages. Within the limited space available, only a rough sketch 
of its basic ideas can be presented. The selective summary attempted in the 
following pages is slanted toward the topic and purpose of this volume, namely, 
distinctive views ofperson, self, and identity as viewed in a cross-cultural compar¬ 
ative context. 

The Basic Tenets of the Advaita (Nondualist) Vedanta 

Although Vedanta is generally counted as one ofthe six major systems of 
orthodox Indian thought, it contains within its fold several rival schools, such as 
those ofRamanuja Vallabha, Nimbaka, andMadhva. Regardless ofthe common¬ 
ality in many of their aspects, they have fundamental, irreconcilable doctrinal 
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differences. Thus, while Sankara’s Advaita, ornondualistic, school is absolutistic, 
the rival schools ofRamanuja andMadhva aretheistic and postulate, respectively, 
“qualified monist’’ and dualist ontologies. Since it is impossible to cover the many 
varieties ofVedanta, only the doctrines ofSarikara’s nondualist (Advaita) school 
will be discussed here, not those ofVedanta in general. 

The most fundamental doctrine of Sankara philosophy is that there is one 
single principle that accounts for the ultimate reality. This principle, called “Brah¬ 
man,” is essentially indescribable. The Taittiriya Upanisad (2.3) declares that the 
“words and thoughts return from it and find it not.” The Brthadaranyaka Upanisad 
(2.3.6) suggests that ifyou ask whether Brahman is like this, that, orthe other, the 
answer must be “not so, not so.” Nevertheless, for the sake of intelligibility, the 
indescribable Brahman is said to be approximately characterized by the following 
trilogy ofterms: Being, Consciousness, and Bliss (sat, cit, ananda). The following 
adjectives are also occasionally used to help appreciate the nature of Brahman: 
eternal (nitya), pure (suddha), sentient (buddha), ever released or emancipated 
(from the bondage of karma) (mukta), existent (satya), subtle ( suksma ) all- 
pervasive orubiquitous (vibhu), and “without a second” or nondual (advifiya). 11 
Brahman is considered to be the immanent and transcendent principle of the 
universe; it permeates the entire world, and even extends beyond. An important 
thesis of the Advaita Vedanta is that the individual self (Atman) is ultimately the 
same as Brahman, although it appears to be different because of primeval mis- 
construal (avidya, roughly translated as “ignorance”). The world continues to 
appear in its ordinary, day-to-day form as long as one continues to cling to the 
misconstrued notions of the self and the world. But if one follows the Advaita 
Vedantic method (to be described below), one can realize the true nature of the 
self and of the ultimate reality as it is. 

Here one may ask: Ifthe Advaitists claim that Brahman is the single principle 
or reality “without a second,” how do they account for the infinite variety of 
objects and the innumerable individual “selves” we see in the world? The 
Advaitists use various metaphors to account for the appearance of multiplicity in a 
nondual reality: The many changing objects are but temporary modifications ofthe 
same unchanging Brahman, like innumerable waves in a pool of water. The 
individual selves are but many reflections of the same Brahman; they appear to 
be different even as the same single sun appears to be many as it reflects in 
innumerable waves of water. Even as the space contained within a pot and in the 
house are but identical, so is the individual soul identical with the Supreme Soul 
(paramdtman). 

If this is correct, one might ask, how did the appearance of many originate 
from a single existent? In answer to this question, an elaborate theory of the 
origination ofthe five fundamental elements has been suggested since the time of 
the Upanisads. 12 A simpler, more interesting account ofthe genesis ofthe manifold 
world from the original One is found inabeautiful hymn ofthe Rg Fet/«( Book 10, 
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hymn 129), 13 called the NasadTya Sukta It suggests that, at the beginning, there was 
only the One, without dualities of any kind: existence versus nonexistence, death 
versus immortality, light versus darkness, day versus night and so on. “I am One; 
let me be many,” it said; and thus arose Desire, the primal seed of the world. 
“Would the gods know when this happened?” speculates the sage who authored 
the hymn. Then he answers the question himself, saying that the gods would not 
know it anyway, for even they must have arrived on the scene sometime later! In 
other words, there is no use speculating where and when it came from; we must 
assume that may a the “grand illusion’ ’ of the manifold world that envelops the 
single reality, is without a beginning. 

Individuality experienced by the selves is a consequence of this primeval 
illusion. It is a congenital error ofhuman beings and persists in them as long as the 
“ordinary” states of consciousness last. However, it is dispelled with the dawn of 
an altered state of consciousness called the tunya (literally, the “fourth”) state of 
consciousness. (It may be recalled that, as mentioned in the previous chapter, the 
Upanisadic affirmation of the Self is based on the experience of this state. ) In 
this state, the distinction between the subject and object, knower andknown, which 
is characteristic ofthe ordinary states ofconsciousness, disappears. It is a transcog- 
nitive state, and as such cannot be adequately accounted for in terms of concepts 
and words. When such a state is attained, the practical reality of ordinary experi¬ 
ence is said to be invalidated or falsified, just as what appears real in a dream is 
invalidated upon awakening. It is only from the vantage point ofthis higher level of 
consciousness that the phenomenal world is considered to be illusory. For all 
practical ( vyavaharika ) purposes, however, it is taken to be true insofar as “it runs 
in an orderly manner uncontradicted by the accumulated experience of all human 
beings” (Dasgupta, 1922/1975, Vol. 1, p.446). Although there is but one reality, it 
may be recognized either as the transcendental reality (parasatta) ofthe formless 
(nirakara) and qualityless (nirguna) Brahman as experienced in a transcognitive 
state of consciousness, or as the phenomenal world (jagat) that constitutes the 
practical reality (vyavaharika satta) comprehensible by means ofthe ordinary or 
sensory experience and reason. 14 The Mundaka Upanisad (1.4) distinguishes 
between two types of knowledge: the higher form of knowledge (para vidyd) 
concerning the ultimate reality and the lower form (apard vidyd) pertaining to the 
phenomenal world. In the system ofAdvaita Vedanta this doctrine of “one reality 
known in different ways” combines a monistic metaphysics with a dualistic 
epistemology. 

The Advaita Vedanta, like most other schools of Indian thought, devotes 
considerable attention to an analysis ofthe means to the attainment of knowledge 
and the criteria for its validation. At the practical level, the following six are 
accepted as means to knowledge (praniana): direct perception, inference, verbal 
testimony, comparison, nonperception, and postulation. (We will have more on 
this in the next chapter when we discuss the self-as-knower.) As noted by Das- 
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gupta (1922/1975, Vol. 1), “right knowledge in Vedanta is the knowledge of an 
object which has not been found contradicted” (p. 471). 15 Abhyankar (192811968) 
explains that what we call “knowledge” (prama) is the cognition, or a mental state 
shaped in the image of an object, that has not (yet) been contradicted or falsified 
(abadhita) by any other means available. 16That which is experienced in the fourth 
state of consciousness (turiya) supplants the knowledge obtained through the six 
above-mentioned means in the ordinary wakeful state of consciousness, but is not 
contradicted by them. Transcognitive experience (anubhava), which is attained 
when all cognitive processes come to a standstill, is considered to be the only 
dependable means to knowledge of the ultimate nature of the Self and reality. 

Sankara accepts the authority ofthe scriptures (agama); itis recognized under 
one of the six means to knowledge mentioned above, namely, verbal testimony. 
But he restricts the scope ofthe testimony ofthe scriptures to truths pertaining to 
the higher level of reality, which were revealed to the Vedic sages in their 
transcognitive experience. In regard to practical matters of the “lower” level of 
reality, he depends only on direct experience (pratyaksa) and reason (tarka). 
Sankara (1978,18.66) unequivocally states that one cannot be convinced that fire is 
lightless and cold, even if 100 scriptural proclamations asserted so. 17 This state¬ 
ment declares his total emancipation from the clutches of religious dogma. San¬ 
kara’s resolute reliance on direct experience and rational principles (such as 
noncontradiction, or abadha) in regard to knowledge of all practical matters 
reflects the spirit ofscience manifest in his epistemology. Regardless ofa scientific 
spirit manifest in this manner, however, Advaita Vedanta goes farbeyond the scope 
ofnatural science, since, among other things, it deals with a transcendental reality, 
the nature of selfhood, attainment of higher levels of fulfillment in life, and other 
such concerns, which lie beyond the scope of science. 

As noted intheprevious chapter, the Upanisads (e.g ,,Brhadaranyaka, 4.3.33; 
Taittiriya 2.8) describe the blissfulness ofBrahman as experienced in the fourth 
state of consciousness to be infinitely more joyous when compared with all the 
pleasures attainable through wealth and power. Since the true self is essentially the 
same as Brahman, bliss is at the very core ofevery human being. Most ofus do not 
ordinarily experience the blissfulness of our real nature but experience suffering 
instead, since we tend to cling to erroneous notions of who we are. The practical 
aspect ofthe Advaita Vedanta involves a procedure for the removal of erroneous 
conceptions of the self, and thereby for its restoration to the original state of 
Being, Consciousness, and Bliss. The aim ofVedanta is the attainment ofliberation 
(moksa) by means of self-knowledge (Dharmaraja, 1972, p. 3), and the essence of 
liberation is characterized as “boundless joy and utter removal of pain.” 18 In the 
balance ofthis chapter we shall first examine the Vedanta views ofperson, self, and 
identity, as well as its view ofthe nature and causes of suffering and ways for the 
restoration ofthe person to the original state of bliss. 
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The Concept of Jiva : The Advaita Vedantic View of Personhood 

The word/fra literally means a living being; all humans, animals, and even 
insects ar ejivas. It is a common belief of the Indian culture that ajiva must go 
through the life cycles of millions of species (yoni) before being transformed into 
ahuman being. This view is vaguely suggestive ofthe origin ofthe human species 
in progressive evolution, although the ancients did not formulate a fully naturalis - 
tic, elaborate, and explicit theory ofphylogenesis such as Darwin’s. At any rate, in 
Vedanta, the term jiva is generally used to designate a human being rather thanjust 
any organism on the ladder of its ascent to the human form. From the early period 
of the Upanisads (Taittiriya, Chapter 2), the jiva has been conceptualized as a 
multilayered entity. There are five layers nested in one another, like the concentric 
sheaths of an onion (see Fig. 3.1). The outermost layer of thejmz is said to be 
“made of food” (annamyakosa), and designates the body. The second inner layer 
is called the “sheath ofthe vital breath” (pranamaya kosa), It involves breathing 
and other bodily processes that activate the organs and keep them functioning. The 
third inner layer, called the “mental sheath” ( manomaya kosa), involves the sense 
organs. Since it is through the sensory functions like seeing and hearing that one 
seeks the objects of desire, this mental sheath is supposed to be the seat of egoistic 
striving and is said to manifest itself in the form ofthe involvement ofthe “me” in 
what is “mine” (Sankara 1921, p. 168). The fourth inner layer, called the “cogni¬ 
tive sheath” (vijrianamaya kosa), refers to the intellect, involving perhaps the 
ideas, concepts, or constructs that one uses in getting to know the world. Finally, 
the fifth and innermost core oftheyfva is called the “joyous sheath” (anandamaya 
kosa), It is so called because it is said to reflect the bliss (anada pratibimba) 
characteristic of the true self, and therefore is considered to be the seat of plea¬ 
sure. The true self, the Atman, which is manifest as the experiencing witness at the 
center of the jiva’s awareness, is claimed to be identical with the ubiquitous 
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Figure 3.1. The Advaita Vedatic model of person: The five sheaths ofjiva. 
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Brahman and is approximately characterized by the terms Being, Consciousness, 
and Bliss. 

Here it is necessary to comment on the meaning and significance of the 
concept of/Tva in the Advaita Vedanta theory of personhood. First, it obviously 
involves a structural metaphor-a device commonly used by contemporary theor¬ 
ists of personality- describing the person as a whole composed of “parts” (e.g., 
the Freudian id, ego, and superego). Second, it suggests ahierarchical arrangement 
of parts, implying the relatively greater importance of the parts at the “core” 
compared to the “peripheral” parts. Third, it may be noted that the various layers 
ofthe jn>a resemble the different selves in William James’s notion ofthe self (see 
Fig. 2.1 in the previous chapter). While James places the bodily self at the base of a 
vertical hierarchy of selves, the same is viewed as an outer sheath in the Vedantic 
view of the person. James’s spiritual self vaguely reminds us of the cognitive 
sheath of the jTva, since both indicate conscious, nonmaterial, and relatively 
“central” or “higher” aspects of personality. Both James and Advaita Vedanta 
distinguish between the self-as-subject and the self-as-object; however, unlike 
James, Vedanta accepts only the former to be the true self, dismissing the identi¬ 
fication of the self with any object as ultimately deceptive. This is an important 
point of difference between them, and we shall examine it in some detail later on in 
this chapter. 

TheUpanisads often used the termpurusa to designate an individual, and the 
terms purusa, atman, andjivatman were often used as synonyms. Although the 
word purusa as used in contemporary Indian languages connotes man rather than 
woman, the ancient Sanskrit usage implied no such gender preference. 19 As noted 
in Chapter 2, it was common in the Upanisads to characterize the individual as a 
knower, enjoyer/sufferer, and an agent. 20 This characterization ofth ejtva is cen¬ 
tral to the Advaita Vedanta view of personhood. It is impossible to know, do, or 
enjoy anything without proper equipment such as normal sensory and motor 
organs and cognitive capacities. Thus, the Katha (3.4) Upanisad says that it is only 
a self equipped with senses and mind that can be an enjoyer. 21 It is the delusional 
association ofthe Atman-Brahman with “adjuncts” (upadhi) like the mind and 
senses that produces the individuality and “enjoyership” (bhoktrtvam) of the 
individual/7va. Sankara (1978, 13.20) 22 notesthatitisonly the individualized JTva 
(rather than the infinite Atman-Brahman) that can be an enjoyer, and outlines (in 
1980, 2.3.32) the nature ofthe “inner instrument” needed for its activities and 
enjoyment in the world. The inner instrument (antahkarana) includes (1) the mind 
(manas) manifesting attentivity or “minding” as we might call it, (2) the intellect 
(buddhi), which implies the capacity fordetermination or ascertainment (niscayat- 
maka) and (3) the citta, which implies (as articulated in Patanjali’s Yoga) the 
storehouse of memories and other traces of past experience that prompt actions 
under appropriate conditions. The inner instrument is believed to continually 
undergo various modifications that manifest in the form ofdesire, construal, doubt, 
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faith or belief and disbelief, perseverance or fickleness, shame, intellection, fear, 
and so on (Brhudaranyaka Upanisad, 1.5.3). Such feelings and thoughts are only 
the modifications of the inner instrument and not of the eternally blissful Self 
(Atman, but one continues to experience them as one’s own as long as the self 
remains erroneously identified with its adjunct, the inner instrument. 

The Concept of Jiva in Context: Some Aspects of the Indian 
Worldview 

Every theory of personhood is a part of a larger worldview that the theorist 
shares with his or her community. To understand and appreciate the concept of jiva, 
it is necessary to have some idea ofthe worldview in which it developed. To help 
identify the crucial aspects ofthe traditional Indian worldview that are relevant in 
this regard, we may turn to the Bhagavad-GTta, which is one of the most popular 
and influential texts of the Indian tradition. It represents the quintessence of the 
Upanisadic thought and reflects some ofthe most dominant aspects ofthe Indian 
worldview. In his commentary on the Bhagavad-Gitd, Sankara refers to many 
concepts that have been dominant in the Indian worldview, but are neither central 
to nor a specialty of the Advaita Vedanta For instance, he comments on the 
concept ofPrakrti, which is postulated by the dualistic Sankhya system ofphiloso- 
phy to designate the material as opposed to the spiritual domain of reality. As a 
strict monist, Sankara cannot accept the concept of Prakrti as a separate and 
independent ontological category, as the dualistic Sankhyas do. He therefore 
adapts it to the Advaita Vedanta by equating Prakrti with may a, i.e., primeval 
“illusion” or misconstrual that manifests in the form of the phenomenal world. 
Sankara (1978,13.29)cites the authority ofthe Svetasvatara Upanisad (4.10)23 for 
doing so. We shall leave the issue of the justifiability of adapting a basically 
dualistic concept within a monist framework to the apologists of the Advaita 
Vedanta and turn to a brief account of the concept of Praktri. For, it is the “material 
world” of Prakrti-or practical reality (vyavaharika satta) of maya-in which all 
organisms (pxjivas) must function. 

Prakrti designates the entire material world. It is believed to be in a constant 
state of flux. The incessant changes in it are believed to be the result of continual 
interaction among three components, qualities (gunas), or strands from which the 
cloth ofthe material world is woven, so to speak. The three strands ofPrakrti are: 
inertia or mass (tamas), movement or energy (rajas), and sattva a concept that 
is difficult to translate into an English equivalent. Sattva is variously translated as 
lightness, illumination, or “intelligence-stuff ’ (Dasgupta, 1922/1975, Vol. l,pp. 
241-244), and is considered to be “potential consciousness” and is associated 
with pleasure, goodness, and happiness in a person’s experience and behavior 
(Radhakrishnan 1927/1931,Vol. 2,p. 262). All these strands orqualities (guna) are 
present in anything at anytime, but one of them may dominate at a given time while 
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others recede; things keep changing as the balance among the three qualities is 
disturbed every now and then. The changes brought about by the interaction of 
qualities ofPrakrti are assumed to be lawfully governed. This axiomatic assump¬ 
tion is generally designated by the Law ofKarma (O’Flaherty, 1980). As noted in 
Chapter 1, this law states that every action (which is the literal meaning ofthe word 
karma) has its necessary antecedents and inevitable consequences. It implies a 
complex variety of determinism that applies equally to physical as well as mental 
phenomena, and functions equally in natural as well as moral domains. Its accep¬ 
tance ensures that the world is a cosmos and not a chaos; events are lawfully 
governed and not left to happenstance. I shall postpone the discussion ofthe causal 
and moral implications ofthe Law ofKarma to Chapter 6. In the following section 
of this chapter, I shall focus on the tripartite view ofthe material world ofPrakrti 
(or maya, as the Advaitists call it) in regard to its implications for (1) the 
regularities in the phenomenal world, (2) the nature ofthe individual differences, 
and (3) the determinants ofhuman behavior. 


Regularities in the Phenomenal World 

The idea that all changes in the world are caused by a lawful interaction of 
the components of which things are made suggests that all events in the world are 
natural occurrences, not the results ofmysterious intervention^ by wanton spirits 
or deities. The Sankara system, which has specially developed this concept, is 
atheistic; it is assumed that there is no higher power to interfere with the lawful 
governance ofthe world. According to the theistic formulations of Vedanta, like 
those ofRamanuja and Madhva, the future of aperson is believed to depend on the 
grace or intervention of God (Tsvara), which implies that God has power to 
interfere with the Law ofKarma. The Advaita Vedanta admits no such divine 
power. Sankara (1978,9.10) cites the authority of the Svetasvatara Upanisad (6.11), 
which describes God as an “over seer of deeds” (karmadhyaksa), residing in all 
living beings as a mere witness. 24 He is like Newton’s God who gave Nature the 
laws of motion and then left Nature alone to govern herself according to them. 
Unlike Newton’s laws, however, the Law ofKarma is supposed to apply to the 
moral as well as natural sphere; as you sow, so you reap. This law applies strictly to 
the moral order; even God could not gjive anyone unmerited rewards. In his 
commentary on the Vedanta aphorisms, Sankara (1980,2.1.34-35) suggests that if 
we were to think of God as having the capacity to interfere with the working ofthe 
Law ofKarma, we would have to accept the charges of favoritism (vaisamya) and 
cruelty (nairghrnya) against God. Sankara would of course have the God of his 
conception untouched by such charges. Like St. Augustine, he assigns the blame 
ofthe differing fates of individuals to doings of their own will and exempts God 
from blemish. We will have another look at this issue in Chapter 6. 

The foregoing account ofthe strictly law-governed nature ofthe events within 
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the domain of the Prakrti should make it clear that it conveys a naturalistic 
worldview, not a supematuralistic one. Like the worldview of science, it assumes 
that there is orderliness ofevents in the world and attempts to explain them in terms 
ofa lawful interaction of mass and energy. The concepts of tamas and rajas can be 
said to be roughly comparable to the modem concepts of mass and energy, 
although they are much less precisely formulated than their contemporary counter¬ 
parts. The third component of Prakrti namely sattva, is somewhat similar to 
“information,” provided that the latter is accorded an ontic status and causal 
potency as suggested by Bakan (1974). Taken in this sense, the tripartite model of 
Prakrti tries to account for all events in the world in terms of the interaction of 
mass, energy, and information, so to speak. This is like Popper’s model, which 
construes three interacting “worlds,” or components of the cosmic order, to help 
explain the nature of physical, biological, and psychological events (Popper & 
Eccles, 1977). (For a comparison ofPopper’s view of the three “worlds” with the 
three strands of Prakrti see Paranjpe, 1983.) 

One implication of the idea of the Law of Karma in theories ofpersonhood is 
that persons are seen as simultaneously belonging to a natural and a moral order. 
These ideas can be seen as parallels to Erikson’s concepts of the person as 
belonging simultaneously to the interpenetrating spheres of the “soma” sugges¬ 
tive of the natural order and to the “ethos” or a moral order. An implication of 
the tripartite division of the natural order of Prakrti or phenomenal world 
for conceptions of personality may be pointed out here. The tripartite division of 
Prakrti is used in the Bhagavad-GTtd to help account for individual differences. 1 
have explained the typology of persons in terms of the sattvika, rajasa, and 
tdmasika types in an earlier publication (Paranjpe, 1988, pp. 193-194).Since it is 
not crucial for the present purpose, it is not reproduced here. 

The Nature and Determinants of Human Behavior 

In the Advaita Vedanta, as in many other schools of Indian thought, human 
behavior or action is designated by a generic concept called karma, which in¬ 
cludes physical, verbal, as well as mental activity. All experiences and behaviors of 
organisms are believed to leave behind their traces (Samskara), which bear fruit 
(phala) under appropriate conditions, leading to their inevitable consequences on 
later experiences and behaviors. Ifthe original experience is positive, its traces will 
prompt the organism to seek the objects associated with the original experience 
and vice versa. The tendencies to seek oravoid objects are thus traced to the history 
of the organism. Some of these tendencies result from traces left behind by 
experiences and behaviors of the organism in the present life cycle in the form of 
memories (smrti). Others may be the results oftraces left behind by events prior to 
birth, which manifest in the form of drives (vasana) (see Dasgupta, 1922/1975, 
Vol. l,p. 263). This view resonates with the contemporary notion that an organ- 
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ism’s present action tendencies are a result of its developmental and phylogenetic 
history. 

According to the Sankhya-Yoga system, which has elaborately developed a 
theory of karma, the totality of potencies for action that are cumulated in an 
organism as a result of the past are designated as karmasaya. Patanjali’s Yoga 
aphorisms (see Patanjali’s 1978, 2.13) 25 suggest thatthe nature oftraces accumu¬ 
lated over the previous life cycles that may not have been expended or played out 
as yet determine the type of species in which an individual would be bom, the 
nature of the life cycle it would experience, and the kinds of pleasure and pain it 
will experience in the subsequent life cycle. This suggests that human beings, as 
members of a species, would experience their passage through their life cycle in a 
pattern common to the species. If this interpretation is correct, then a modem 
conception of ontogeny, such as the Eriksonian view ofepigenesis, may be viewed 
as reasonably compatible with the Yogic and Vedantic conception of vasaria, 
roughly meaning drive. This view amounts to an explanation of individual be¬ 
havior in terms of what we call heredity, except that this ancient view of the 
heritability of character is based on the notion of reincarnation of the soul rather 
than an understanding of genetics. 

We shall leave aside the controversial notion of reincarnation, since it cannot 
be adequately discussed within the scope of this volume. We may simply note, 
however, that the idea of reincarnation is a corollary of the more basic notion 
that present behaviors are a consequence of a chain of events in the past, and that 
present actions will in turn lead to their inevitable consequences in the future. 
Everyone is thus caught in an endless cycle of events and their consequences; the 
burden of the past chains us to the world. This notion suggests a deterministic 
account of human behavior and is adopted by almost the entire spectrum of 
otherwise diverse schools of Indian thought. It raises the question of freedom 
versus determinism in a manner parallel to the counterpart ofthis issue in Western 
philosophy and psychology. We shall return to this issue in Chapter 6. 

Self and Identity According to the Advaita Vedanta 

Selfis clearly the most central issue in the Upanisads and the Vedanta Some 
of the prominent features of the Advaita Vedanta view could be concisely pre¬ 
sented with the help ofafree paraphrase of selected verses from Sankara’s popular 
work, the Crest-Jewel of Discrimination (Vivekacudamani) (Sankara, 1921): 

Inhalation, exhalation, yawning, hunger, movement and the like are the functions of the 
vital breath [not of the Atman, the true Self]. The ego, reflecting the consciousness ofthe 
Atman, glows through the activities of eyes and so on, manifesting itself through egoism 
and pride of the “me” and “mine.” It is the ego, not the eternally blissful Atman, 
that takes pride in being an agent and enjoys or suffers with gains and losses, (verses 
102-105) 
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There is something within us which is always the substrate of the conscious feeling 
of the “I.” That something is a witness of the three states of consciousness [wakeful, 
dream, and deep sleep], and is different from the five sheaths ofthe/mz This something 
sees everything, but is not seen in turn; it enlivens the intellect, but is not affected by the 
intellect in turn, (verses 125-127) 

This Inner Self (antaratman) is the Eternal Self (purusahpurano), and involves an 
integral experience of bliss (akhandasukhanubhuti). (verse 131) This is the witness of 
the mind and its modifications, and of the activities of the body and the sense organs. He 
accompanies all changes and activities like heat in an iron ball, but neither acts nor is 
subject to modifications, (verse 133) 

The misconstrual of the non-self as self ties a man to egoism, and it is this tie 
(bandha) which leads to the suffering of the cycle of birth and death. Having considered 
the body to be real and construing it to be the “me,” the jiva nurtures it and protects it 
by following its desires. The ego thus becomes trapped in a reality of its own 
(mis)construal-like a moth in its cocoon, (verse 137) 

To emancipate himself from bondage a wise man should discriminate between the 
Self and the non-Self. Thereby alone can he recognize himself as Being-Conscious¬ 
ness-Bliss, and attain happiness. (Verse 152) (paraphrased by A. C. Paranjpe; see 
Paranjpe, 1988, p. 196) 

It should be clear from the above paraphrase of Sankara’s views that in the 
Advaita Vedanta the Selfis not equated with the body and its activities, sensory or 
cognitive functions, the ego, egoism, or agency. While the Advaita Vedantists 
unambiguously characterize the person as one who knows, feels, and acts, they 
often characterize the Self as a witness (saksin) that “stays over the peak” (ku- 
tastha) to sharply separate it from the cognitive, affective, and active features of 
personhood and to emphasize its immovable orunchanging nature. 26 The Advaitic 
view of the Self is thus clearly transpersonal and transcendental. In Advaita 
Vedanta a sharp distinction is made between the true self (or Self) and the ego 
(ahamkara), and the ego is seen as a product of misconstrual. The metaphor ofthe 
moth trapped in a cocoon of its own creation vividly portrays the image of an 
ego wrapped up in a cognitively constructed reality of its own making. It is 
common in the Advaita Vedanta to view the Atman as self-luminous; it provides 
the “light” that makes the understanding possible, and needs no outside source of 
illumination for it to be seen. 27 In contrast, the mind is believed to be “material” 

(facia), and not self-luminous. The mind, as well as thoughts that emerge in it, are 
said to derive their luminous or “glowing” quality from the Atman, just as a 
colorless crystal (sphatika) reflects the bright color of the hibiscus flower when 
placed next to it. Atman is the “seer” (drk) and all the rest is “seen” (dr 'sya). The 
distinction between the seer/seen or subject/object (visayin/visaya) is central to the 
Vedantic view ofthe self. Drg-drsva Viveka, a popular Advaita Vedantic text of 
uncertain authorship explains this distinction as follows: 

Form is perceived by the eye which is its perceiver; the eye is perceived by the mind 
which IS its perceiver; the modifications of the mind are known by the Witness who 
knows them all but is not known in turn. (1) 
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The eye is able to distinguish between the blue and the yellow, and is also able to 
perceive as unity [i.e., as single (ekadha) category, “form”], as well as the multiplicity 
of forms such as big and small, long and short. (2) 

The mind is able to cognize the dullness and sharpness of sight and also of the 
presence and absence of sight because of its ability to put them into a single category. 
The same applies to the sensation of sound and touch [implying that the unity of the 
mind is to be similarly inferred]. (3) 

It is possible for us to distinguish between doubt and decision, between the state of 
belief versus disbelief, and between feelings of modesty, fear, and others because 
consciousness (citi) can bring them into a single category. (4) (Drg-drsyaviveka, 1-4; 
paraphrased by A. C. Paranjpe; see Paranjpe, 1984, pp. 266-267) 


Quite clearly, the “seer” ofthe Advaita Vedanta is the subject connected with 
a myriad of objects of consciousness. There are some clear Western parallels that 
may be noted here. First, the unity of the perceiver is conceptualized mostly like 
Kant’s (1781/1966) “synthetical unity of apperception” (p. 77). Second, the con¬ 
nection between the subject and object may be understood in terms of what 
Brentano (1874/1974)calledintentionality, orthe directedness ofconsciousness to 
its objects. Third, the concept of drk, described above, is comparable to Husserl’s 
(1933/1977,p. 66) notion ofthe self-identical subject-pole that retains its sameness 
in relation to the ever-changing objects at the object-pole ofthe intentional states of 
consciousness. Fourth, the Advaita Vedantic “seer” is a transcendental entity 
similar to the Kantian transcendental ego, except that, unlike the latter, it is not a 
center of volition as well. This is an important difference that will be discussed 
later in this chapter. Before we discuss that point, it is necessary to see how Sankara 
accounts for the unity and sameness of the Self. 

Sankara) 1980,1.1.1) beings his commentary on Badarayana’s Brahmasutra by 
saying that although subject and object (visayin-visaya) are as contradictory as 
light and darkness, they appear fused because of an illusory superimposition 
(adhyasa) ofthe properties of one on the other. 28 The standard Advaitic examples 
ofillusion are mistaking a rope for a snake, where the dangerousness ofthe snake is 
mistakenly attributed to a harmless rope, or mistaking a pillar for a man, where the 
human properties of life and motion are superimposed on an inanimate pillar. 
Similarly, the Atman, which is unchanging and always blissful, appears to be 
continually changing, now happy then sad, clear or confused and so on, due to the 
superimposition of the attributes of ego onto it. Reciprocally, the ever-changing 
ego derives its sense of selfsameness by misattributing the Atman’s permanence 
onto itself. Knowing, acting, and suffering are the properties ofthe ego, born ofthe 
mind or “inner instrument” (antahkarana); it is the ego that doubts and deter¬ 
mines, feels clear or confused, agitated or arrested, exhilarated or morose. Yet, 
such states are attributed to the Atman, which transcends all such mutations. On the 
other hand, the fickle ego derives a sense of permanence and the inert body gains 
consciousness from the unchanging and conscious Atman. Seen from the Advaita 
Vedantic point of view, this is the most fundamental attributional error, whereby 
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the true selfis identified with the nonself and vice versa. Due to this error, the “I,” 
an unchanging self-as-subject, identifies itselfwiththeego and falsely seesitselfas 
continually changing: now sad, then happy, sometimes confused, othertimes clear, 
and so on. The continually changing ego, on the other hand, perceives itself as 
having remained the same, falsely deriving its sense of selfsameness from the 
qualityless (nirguna) and unchanging Self. According to the Advaita Vedanta, 
such misconstrual constitutes the primeval illusion (adi rridyd) and is the prime 
cause of human suffering. 

Sankara (1980, 1.1.1) suggests that the dual attributional errors mistaking the 
Self for the ego and vice versa occur because of memory. 29 Past memories of 
dangerous encounters with snakes, for instance, often prompt a fearful mispercep¬ 
tion of a rope as a serpent. Why do so many people suffer from the same error 
mistaking their true Self for the body, mind, or ego? The answer is that the effects 
of past experience keep on prompting us to think, feel, and act in particular ways. 
Effects of the past include the memories of experiences from birth onward and the 
cumulative traces or the beginningless past prior to birth that are passed on to us in 
the form of drives (vasand). The history of countless beings (jivas) is traced back 
to the primeval illusion (mdya) that has always masked the single reality; every 
being has been trapped throughout the past in the perpetual cycle of actions and 
their consequences. As soon as one discards the erroneous identification with the 
ever-changing states ofthe ego, the true nature ofthe Self as Being, Consciousness, 
and Bliss shines forth, and one sidesteps and thereby “escapes” the miserable 
chain of action and its consequences. 

The Advaita Vedantic View of the Human Condition 

In the Indian culture, by and large, life has been commonly viewed as part of a 
chain of action and its consequences that one must try to end, not perpetuate. A 
common assumption is that the balance sheet ofworldly (as well as other worldly) 
life is marked with red ink; on the whole, the amount of suffering exceeds that of 
pleasures. 30 This view is reflected in several schools of Indian thought and 
underlies the notion that seeking release (moksa) from the chain of actions and its 
consequences (samsdra) is one ofthe central goals of life. 31 We shall examine this 
persistent theme of Indian culture in some detail in Chapter 5. Here, it is enough to 
note that the Advaita Vedanta follows the Upanisads in assuming that true happi¬ 
ness can be attained not by pursuing the pleasures that money and power can buy 
but through the discovery of an inexhaustible source of inner bliss. This view 
stands in contrast to the views of the human condition with an emphasis on 
suffering from sin, anxiety, alienation, or maladaptation, which are popular in the 
West, that have shaped, respectively, Christian, Freudian, existentialist, and be¬ 
havioral psychologies. (For a more detailed discussion of views of the human 
condition and their implications for psychology, see Paranjpe, 1984, pp. 85-113.) 
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The Advaita Vedantic Method for Self-realization 

Before undertaking a specific set of practices prescribed by the Advaita 
Vedantic method for self-realization, a person is expected to have some back¬ 
ground preparation. According to Sankara’s Vivekacudamani (versus 18—28)jthis 
preparation involves acquiring thefollowing fouraidsormeans (sadhana-catustaya) 
to self-realization: 

1. Make a wise discrimination between the permanent and the impermanent 
(nitya-anitya-viveka) with regard to the self. The basic idea here is that one 
should critically examine what remains unchanged within us throughout life and 
thereby provides a firm basis for our personal identity, in other words, one should 
try to find out what it is that allows the ever-changing “me”s to be reincarnations of 
one and the same “I.” The Advaita Vedanta provides a simple guideline for the 
quest for identity: the true Self is that which always remains the same; the 
continually changing self-definitions are manifestations of the ego, which is not 
the true Self. As pointed out in Drg-driya viveka (quoted above), what remains 
unchanged in an individual is only the self-as-subject (drk); every single aspect of 
the self-as-object (drsya) changes now or later in life. To put it in the language of 
William James, a firm basis for one’s personal identity cannot be found in one’s 
“empirical selves” such as the body, material possessions, social roles, or the 
attitudes and images about oneself. To put it in Erik Erikson’s terminology, the 
only thing that remains unchanged in a person throughout the life cycle is the 
“center of awareness,” not one’s ego identity. The first means to self-realization 
according to the Advaita Vedanta, then, is to launch a serious inquiry into the 
nature of the self, taking permanence as the hallmark of the true self. 

It must be noted here that a mere cognitive awareness of what remains the 
same in a person or even a scholarly understanding ofthe issue of sameness versus 
change in personality is not considered adequate. If one has recognized that 
material possessions and social selves are impermanent, and is yet strongly 
emotionally attached to them, one is not truly self-realized. Genuine self- 
realization requires much more than an intellectual exercise, as the remainder of 
the list of aids suggests. 

2. Detachment with regard to gains in this orthe otherworldly life (ihamutra- 
phala-viraga). As long as one is convinced that wealth, power, a place in the 
heaven, or other such worldly or otherworldly gains are truly worth attaining, one 
is wedded to a pursuit of “external” goals. Success in attaining them depends only 
partly on what is within one’s control, and when attained they do not guarantee 
complete and permanent satisfaction. According to the Advaita Vedanta, lasting 
peace or tranquility does not depend on any external objects; it lies in the deepest 
regions ofinner subjectivity. The Advaita Vedanta is prescribed forthose who have 
recognized the transience of object-dependent gains or pleasures, have set out in 
search of a lasting peace of mind, and are prepared to cultivate a dispassionate 
outlook toward worldly gains such as power or wealth. 
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3. The acquisition of the following six virtues: 

a. Controlling the mind so as to rest it firmly on a single objective (sama) 

b. Withdrawing senses from the objects of pleasure (duma) 

c. Preventing the mind from being controlled by external objects (upa- 
rati) 

d. Forbearance, or enduring hardships without lamenting or becoming 
anxious (titiksa) 

e. Faith (sraddha) in the validity of the teaching of the scriptures and the 
advice of a capable teacher (guru). (Against the backdrop of Sankara’s 
epistemology discussed earlier, it should be clear that faith here does 
not mean an antirational attitude or a “blind” faith.) 

f. Firm resting of the mind on the formless Brahman without being 
enticed by desires for indulgence (samddhana) 

4. Intense desire for liberating oneself from egoism and the perpetual chain 
of action and its consequences (mumuksutvam). 


Three Steps to Self-realization According to the Advaita Vedanta 

The Advaita Vedanta prescribes a relentless critical inquiry into the true 
nature ofthe self (dtmavicdra) as a method for attaining self-realization. Ever since 
the early period ofth e Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (2.4.5; 4.5.6), numerous Advaita 
Vedantic texts have suggested the following three steps in this process ofinquiry: 

1. Carefully “listening” to the nondualist teaching of Vedanta (sravana) 

2. Repeatedly and deeply reflecting upon or contemplating what is learned 
from those teachings (manana) 

3. Becoming so completely absorbed in contemplation (nididhyasana) of 
Brahman that no other thought enters the mind 

The first step just mentioned is no different from the usual form of studying such as 
listening to lectures or reading books. In the Vedanta Paribhasa, Dharmaraja 
(1972, p. 212) describes the second step, namely reflection, as a mental activity 
involving an attempt to clear all doubts and refute all possible objections against 
the Advaita Vedantic doctrine ofthe nondual Brahman. The doubts and objections 
may be based on any and all sources of knowledge: observation, inference, 
argument, scriptural statements, and so on. One is expected to try to carefully 
examine and refute them all in a rational manner. In his commentary on the Brha- 
daranyaka Upanisad (2.4.5), Sankara stresses that this activity involves the use of 
reason (tarka). A careful rational assessment of all conceivable alternative view¬ 
points is expected to lead to a courage of conviction and single-minded devotion to 
one’s chosen path. Not a single doubt or objection should remain unexamined. 
Every doubt and objection should be satisfactorily resolved, so that one is able to 
concentrate the mind fully and without distraction. Following this comes the third 
and final step in which one mediates with full concentration on the Atman- 
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Brahman. Attention is withdrawn from all objects of thought, so that nothing 
excepting the center of awareness is left in the field of experience, thus revealing 
the Atman, or the self-as-witness in its nascent form. We shall return to more 
detailed discussion of these three steps to self-realization in the next chapter. 

The Advaita Vedantic Method Interpreted in Contemporary Idiom 

The Advaita Vedantic method involves an ambitious and highly demanding 
program aimed at a complete transformation of one’s life. It is not a program of 
therapy to be administered by a therapist to psychotic or neurotic patients, but a 
self-help program for those who aspire to higher levels offulfillment. The Advaita 
Vedantic prescription for the cultivation of virtues such as dispassionateness and 
forbearance may appear to some as a moralism, but it is interesting to note that 
these virtues are recommended as “aids” to self-realization rather than ends in 
themselves. The process of self-development described in the Advaita Vedanta 
begins with the recognition of one’s imperfections, moves through the process of 
the cultivation of dispassionateness and through the “steps” such as study and 
reflection, and ends in self-realization. 32 It is this movement from ignorance to 
enlightenment that is interpretable in cognitive psychological terms. Such an 
interpretation would be admittedly partial, because the practice of the Advaita 
Vedantic methods is far more complex than the cognitive aspects that I wish to 
focus on in the discussion to follow. 

The first step of the Advaita Vedantic method (sravana) involves acquiring 
and reorganizing information as required in any program of study. In cognitive 
psychological terms, it involves assimilation and accommodation in a Piagetian 
sense, i.e., “taking in” new information in the hitherto established ways ofunder- 
standing and changing established ways of understanding in light of the new 
information. The second, reflective stage (manana) requires a critical study of 
“scriptural” texts, and as such it is comparable to “exegesis” in the Biblical 
tradition. As an attempt to grasp the correct meaning conveyed by textual mate¬ 
rials, it involves hermeneutic criticism as discussed in the current trend in the 
literature inspired by Heidegger and Gadamer (Palmer, 1969). The Advaita Ve¬ 
danta, like many other schools oflndian thought, is dialectical in spirit, i.e., deeply 
involved in the justification and refutation (mandana-khandana) of theses and 
antitheses (purva paksa-uttara paksa). This spirit is clearly reflected in the 
scholarly texts ofVedanta that examine in great detail one proposition after another 
in relation to alternative viewpoints of every serious school of thought known to 
the author. But the dialectics and hermeneutics in the Advaita Vedanta are not 
restricted to an impersonal analysis of embodied texts; they include a deeply 
personal scrutiny of the story ofone’s own life, so to speak. The Advaita Vedantic 
approach is not merely analytical but also existential, and its existential emphasis 
is more directly and deeply personal than that of Heidegger and Sartre. The 
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personal transformation expected from the self-directed hermeneutics of the Ad- 
vaita Vedantic method lends itself to a cognitive psychological interpretation. 

If a person was expected to engage in self-criticism and no guideline was 
provided, the exercise would turn out to be confusing and futile, or even disastrous. 
As noted, the Advaita Vedanta provides a simple rule ofthe thumb to guide critical 
self-examination: the true Self is that which remains unchanged; anything subject 
to change is the nonself. This means that one must keep convincing oneself that, in 
the ultimate analysis, one’s own body, material possessions, social roles, friend¬ 
ships and other personal relationships, beliefs and attitudes, one’s own name and 
nationality, almost everything with which one is normally identified is wotthe true 
Self. The reactions to such a demand are predictable. What the Advaita Vedanta is 
asking us to do is certainly difficult, but does it at least make any sense? How could 
one reject everything about the self that one “knows” oneself to be? How could 
one unlearn what one has learned to be true and reliable and disown what one has 
learned to love and to cherish, just because a quaint doctrine claims that it is good 
to do so? Regardless of what good will come out of it, it is not easy to disidentify 
with everything thatone has learned to identify with; one’s psychosocial identity is 
too deeply entrenched to be eradicated even with methods as drastic as “brain¬ 
washing” used by the Chinese in the forced ideological conversion ofthe Ameri¬ 
can prisoners in the Korean war (Lifton, 1961). Assuming for a moment that a 
person realizes that he is not “truly” the son, the father, the friend, and other social 
selves that he is supposed to have been, does it mean that he must renounce the 
world and become a hermit? 

Renunciation of social obligations (samnyasa) and taking to a hermitage is 
indeed one ofthe ways suggested in the Advaita Vedantic tradition, but not the only 
one. The other suggested way permits the aspirant to remain involved with a 
normal social life, but recommends nonattached action. (We will discuss the 
strategy of this approach in Chapter 6.) In either case, one aims at ultimately 
destroying, or at least making powerless, one’s ego. This aim is attained, I think, 
through a systematic and thorough “cognitive deconstruction” ofthe ego. This is a 
complex issue that requires a detailed examination of the Advaita Vedantic 
accounts of “meditation,” or critical self-examination, in light of cognitive psy¬ 
chological concepts. We shall return to this topic in the next chapter. 

The Advaita Vedantic Approach Seen From a Western Viewpoint 

There are obvious limitations to an interpretation in Western psychological 
terms of an ancient Eastern system of thought such as the Advaita Vedanta. It is 
impossible to capture its rigor and richness while viewing it within the relatively 
narrow confines ofwhat is called a “theory ofpersonality” in modem psychology. 
Nevertheless, I hope to have shown that the Advaita Vedanta presents, among other 
things, a conceptual model of a human being no less comprehensive and rigorous 
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than any of the contemporary theories of personality. Its central propositions are 
experientially verifiable; its views on individual differences and other matters are 
open to empirical investigation; and most of all, it provides a method of “applied 
psychology” aimed at the improvement of the human condition. Although their 
roots are ancient, the principles ofapsychology according to the Advaita Vedanta 
need not be relegated to history, because their concerns - such as the search for an 
inner peace and the need to overcome egoism- are no less relevant today than in 
any other period of history. 

The Advaita Vedanta developed as a way of life in a long and unbroken 
cultural tradition, and its view ofthe human beings, as well as its specific concepts, 
have been shaped by the history ofits cultural context. When seen from the vantage 
point of contemporary personality theories, many of its features stand in sharp 
contrast: its extremely idealistic approach and its neglect of the various forms of 
psychopathology and of the other frailties of human character. The Advaita 
Vedanta is idealistic, both in the sense of an emphasis on ideas as opposed to 
“real,” Le., tangible objects, and also in the sense of cherishing high ideals to the 
relative neglect ofthe pressing problems ofpractical life. The ideal pursued by the 
Advaita Vedanta is the ultimate release (moska) from the suffering and the 
attainment of bliss through self-realization. This ideal constitutes one of the four 
goals prescribed for men (purusartha) in the Indian tradition. Trying to attain this 
goal is intrinsically an individual, rather than social, enterprise, and this is the 
province of Advaita Vedanta As such, the Advaita Vedantic view ofpersonhood 
emphasizes individual as opposed to social aspects of persons, the latter being 
assigned to social disciplines dealing with ethics (dharma sdstra), economics and 
politics (artha sdstra), and the artandscience oflove (kamasastra). Small wonder, 
then, that when compared with many contemporary Western views of man 
Erikson’s or Skinner’s, for instance-the Advaita Vedanta would seem to de - 
emphasize the social aspects of personality. 

The Advaita Vedantic approach often invites the charge ofbeing individualis - 
tic, much to the chagrin ofits protagonists. The critics charge that it neglects the 
interpersonal and group influences on human beings, and it seems to consider a 
person’s station in society as determined by deeds in past life rather than shaped by 
individual and collective action in this life. As well, it seems to be unconcerned 
with disease, retardation, poverty, exploitation, and other such practical and social 
problems. It is concerned more with the attainment of individual salvation than 
with the creation of a utopian world. Many followers ofthe Advaita Vedanta are 
often unprepared to recognize this and tend to think it is a complete, or even a 
perfect, system. Some of its critics, on the other hand, fault it for neglecting the 
“common man” or the practical problems of the world, and expect the Advaita 
Vedanta to deliver what it did not promise or was not designed to accomplish. Most 
theories of personality present but partial accounts; only when taken together can 
they present a more comprehensive perspective. The Advaita Vedanta can be 
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expected to fit the spectrum of available theories, complementing where many 
others are weak-in providing a method for attaining highest levels of fulfillment, 
for instance. 


A Cross-Cultural Overview 
of Eriksonian and Advaita Vedantic Views 

Regardless of the many obvious differences in the historical and socio¬ 
cultural contexts in which the Eriksonian and Advaita Vedantic views originated, 
there are some remarkable commonalities. Both offer detailed, complex, and rich 
conceptual models ofpersonhood. Both consider persons as individual beings who 
can think, feel, and act within natural and moral orders, although their conceptions 
of natural and moral orders are considerably different. For Erikson’s model the 
central theme is the development and maintenance of a sense of unity in diversity 
of selves and of selfsameness in the face of changes across the life cycle. The 
central concern for both models is the principle of selfsameness in persons, 
although they speak of it in different terms. Both Erikson and Advaita Vedanta 
conceive of an agentic ego in some form or other and distinguish it from a center of 
awareness that lies beyond the changing thoughts about oneself and the world. In 
general, both aim at transforming the narrowly egotistic concerns of persons and 
inculcating wider humanistic concerns in their lives. There is thus a core set of 
closely compatible ideas and concerns that warrant a meaningful comparison 
between their views despite differences ofvarious sorts that clearly distinguish the 
two approaches from each other. 

Systematic comparison of theories of personality is not anew enterprise; at 
least for the Western theories ofpersonality, Rychlak (1968, 1981) has proposed a 
metatheoretical framework that places personality theories on a continuum be¬ 
tween the Lockean model of theory building at one pole and the Kantian at the 
other. To put it simply, according to Rychlak, the Lockean model involves a 
bottom-up approach that begins with empirically observable molecular units, such 
as stimulus-responseas in behaviorism, and works gradually from concrete to 
abstract entities and simple to complex concepts. By contrast, the Kantian model 
involves a top-down approach that begins with a set of abstract constructs and 
expects to proceed both from abstract and complex to concrete and simple, as well 
as vice versa. Leaving aside for a moment the problems in extending such a model 
across cultures, it may be said that both Eriksonian and Advaita Vedanta models 
start with several highly complex and fairly abstract concepts and deal with indi¬ 
vidual person’s concerns within their respective frameworks. This common fea¬ 
ture of their theoretical frameworks makes the Eriksonian and Advaita Vedantic 
views more meaningfully comparable to the existential and subjectivistic ap¬ 
proaches in contemporary personality theory (e.g.,Binswanger, 1958; Boss, 1963) 
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than empiricist, objectivist, and quantitatively oriented theories (e.g., Cattell, 1959; 
Eysenck, 1970; Skinner, 1974). Thereisnoready-mademetatheoretical framework 
for comparing or integrating theories across cultures, although there is some 
discussion in the literature of problems in comparative philosophy (Devaraja, 
1967) and cross-cultural psychology (Ho, 1992). For want of such a framework, I 
shall use the rough guideline of focusing on the three types of issues that are often 
discussed in Western philosophy, namely, views ofwhat there is (ontology), how it 
can be known (epistemology), and what it is all for (ethics/axiology). (It may be 
recalled that a similar framework was used in Chapter 2 in comparing Indian and 
Western perspectives on the affirmation and denial of the self. ) 

There are obvious differences in the ontological underpinnings oftheVedan- 
tic viewpoint when compared with those of Erikson. While as a system of 
philosophy Vedanta has a clearly defined strongly monistic principle of Atman- 
Brahman, Erikson’s theory is based on a vaguely dualistic conception of reality 
derived from its Freudian background and Cartesian legacy. Anyone acquainted 
with the intellectual history of contemporary psychology would wonder how 
events in the Eriksonian “orders” of the psyche and soma would ever connect with 
each other, given that mind and matter have been conceived in strictly opposite 
terms and as totally exclusive domains. If a critic were to press for an answer, 
Erikson probably would have been as vague about the mind-body interaction as 
Freud (1940/1964), who once said that although he was sure about the brain and the 
acts of consciousness, “[e]verything that lies between these terminal points is 
unknown to us” (p. 144). The Advaita Vedanta avoids problems ofinteractionist 
dualism by being committed to a strictly monistic conception of reality. The 
Eriksonian domains of psyche and soma are somewhat parallel to the notions of 
sattva and tamas, the conceptions of “illumination” and “inertia” as strands of 
Prakrti, which Vedantists share with the Sankhya system. Yet, the nature of 
interaction among the three strands of Prakrti is as vague as that of the relations 
among the three Eriksonian “orders.” Regardless of such problems of vagueness 
in the worldviews of Erikson and Advaita Vedanta, both viewpoints assume that 
humans are part of some kind of moral order, even as physicists must assume that 
there is an order in the cosmos, although the connection between the subatomic and 
intergalactic forces is yet unknown. If we assume that persons are creatures held 
responsible for the consequences of their actions and are also to be the subject 
matter of a systematic worldview, then it seems that the working assumption of 
some order in the moral domain is as imperative as is the assumption of orderliness 
in nature in the natural sciences. The Vedantic notion of moral order defined in 
terms of the Law of Karma needs closer examination, and we shall return to a 
discussion of this issue in Chapter 6. 

A radical difference exists in the epistemic underpinnings of the Eriksonian 
and Advaita Vedantic theories. The difference between them does not lie in adopt¬ 
ing contrasting epistemologies, such as rationalism versus empiricism, as it does in 
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the case of the Piagetian and Skinnerian approaches. Indeed, while Advaita 
strongly and explicitly supports observation and argument as criteria of truth in 
appropriate domains of inquiry, Erikson seems to give them a silent consent. A 
more crucial point concerning the nature ofpsychological knowledge concerns the 
evidence about various states of consciousness and the epistemic status of evi¬ 
dence arising/rom the various states ofconsciousness. The mainstream of contem¬ 
porary psychology follows the natural science approach in implicitly granting 
epistemic value only to experience during the wakeful state, ignoring all other 
states as possible sources ofknowledge. Erikson, like Freud before him, accepts 
dream states and the unconscious as sources ofknowledge about persons, espe¬ 
cially about the drives and repressed desires and their influence on behavior. This is 
a significant departure from the established norm ofnatural science. This is exactly 
where the many schools of Indian thought such as the Vedanta are significantly 
different from most schools ofWestern thought, in that Indian epistemologies are 
open to insights from the altered states of consciousness. 

It should be clear that the epistemic foundation of the Vedantic views of the 
self, identity, and reality rests on what the Upanisads called the fourth state of 
consciousness. This is one of the so-called altered states of consciousness and is 
included in the concept of samadhi popular in the varieties of Yoga and other 
systems of meditation. In the West, it is common to include such states of 
consciousness under a common label, the “mystical’' experience. There is a long 
tradition of mysticism in the West. Although it is well recognized that there are 
both secular as well as religious varieties ofmysticism (Zaehner, 1957),mysticism 
has been closely associated not only with Eastern religious traditions, but also with 
Christianity (Underhill, 1911) and Judaism (Scholem, 1941). In The Varieties of 
Religious Experience, William James (1902/1958) discussed the nature of mys¬ 
tical experiences in detail. Although this book earned a good deal ofpopularity, its 
topic has remained singularly unpopular in psychology. Apart from Carl Jung 
(1958,1978), who wrote extensively aboutreligion and Eastern mystical traditions, 
and Abraham Maslow (1964/1970b), who described the nature of “peak experi¬ 
ences,” not many prominent psychologists published writings on this topic. It is 
only in the later phase ofhis thinking, when he was in his late 70s, that Erikson 
turned to the Biblical sources of insights on the nature of the / and showed some 
inclination toward mysticism. As we saw earlier, even Skinner, who in his scien¬ 
tific writings never even remotely recognized the relevance of religion, spiritual 
values, or mysticism for psychology, spoke of them only in his late 70s. 1 have 
heard my North American colleagues in psychology poking fun at such turning to 
religion or mysticism in old age as a sign of senility. At any rate, altered states of 
consciousness emerged as a topic of some interest in the United States in the late 
1960s and the early 1970s(Tart, 1969). Butthis interest was associated with turning 
to the mystic traditions of the East in the heady days of the Vietnam War and 
psychedelic drugs and has been marginalized in psychology today. 
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Altered states of consciousness and varieties of mystical experience are 
relevant to psychology primarily because of their relevance to self-knowledge. 
Their neglect by psychologists cannot entirely be blamed on prevailing prejudices 
against religion ormysticism. An additional factor is that in the West, the so-called 
mystical experience or altered states ofconsciousness are not viewed as reproduc - 
ible, and hence claims in regard to the attainment of a certain kind of self- 
knowledge are not considered verifiable. As we noted in connection with both the 
Kantian and Eriksonian views of the self as a Pure Ego or transcendental center of 
awareness, their nonverifiable nature poses an obstacle to their acceptability. By 
contrast, as can be seen from the foregoing account of the Advaita Vedanta, a 
stepwise procedure that is supposed to lead to the fourth state of consciousness is 
described in well-known and widely available texts. As we shall see in Chapter 5, 
Yogic techniques are also well laid out and literature on Yoga is widely available 
around the world. Interested persons with adequate preparation can in principle 
follow the prescribed steps and check for whether or not altered states are 
experienced as described by such texts. In addition, practical instruction has been 
available to interested and deserving inquirers through teachers (gurus) trained in a 
long, unbroken chain of teachers and students. That the Advaita Vedantic and 
Yogic claims regarding the nature of the Self-Atman or Purusa- are in principle 
falsifiable goes along way in providing strength to the epistemological underpin¬ 
nings of both of their approaches. 

The Vedantic approach to self-knowledge is clearly an outcome of a long 
tradition ofthe contemplative search for enlightenment that flourished in the Indian 
subcontinent, while its Western parallel was overshadowed by the rational empiri - 
cist approach of the European Enlightenment. By contrast, the Eriksonian ap¬ 
proach to identity developed in ajoint academic and clinical context nurtured by 
the post-Enlightenment view ofknowledge and the Freudian era ofpsychotherapy. 
While in the academic context the implicit guiding principle was knowledge for its 
own sake, in the clinical context the goal was to relieve the anxieties and other 
symptoms of mildly and severely disturbed children and youth. Erikson comple¬ 
mented his clinical observations with longitudinal studies of “normal” and bright 
Harvard undergraduates, plus in-depth interpretive studies of the life histories of 
several exceptional men, such as Martin Luther, Mahatma Gandhi, and Thomas 
Jefferson. Having thus covered an exceptionally wide variety ofpersonality types 
from severely disturbed youth to highly accomplished men over the decades ofhis 
long career, Erikson (1981) forayed, in his postretirement writings, into the even 
higher reaches of human concerns, namely, the existential search for “love, 
liberation, salvation” (p. 331). It is in this last step of the continuous expansion of 
his vision that Erikson makes contact with the higher levels of enlightenment that 
the Vedantists settheireyes on. Looked at in this way, the Eriksonian and Vedantic 
approaches may be seen as mutually complementary, the latter supplementing the 
upper end of the spectrum of putatively desirable states that the former was try- 
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ing to reach. The complementarity ofthe two approaches deserves to be spelled out 
in some detail. 

Becoming and Being: Contrasting but Complementary Models 
for Selfhood 

Erikson’s work on disturbed as well as exceptional persons resulted in a 
descriptive account and analysis ofthe passage of persons through the life cycle. 
His theory provides an account of “lives in progress,” to use a phrase popularized 
by Robert White (1952/1966), a close colleague ofErikson who worked on similar 
issues. It seems to me that the word “progress” used in this context deserves to be 
taken rather seriously. Erikson does not use the term progress, but implies a 
persistent change in persons toward ever higher levels of “positive mental health.” 
Erikson rightly recognizes that the sense of identity is forever revisable, for 
continual change is an inevitable aspect of living; we are constantly required to 
define ourselves in the face of the changing situations, whether we like it or not. 
According to Erikson, it is during late adulthood that many persons face the danger 
of stagnation, which is the opposite of progress. During old age one must realize 
that there is not much, if any, time left for progress, and the prospect of despair 
looms large. The danger ofold age, Erikson (1982) warns, is in “mourning not only 
for time forfeited and space depleted but also ... for autonomy weakened, initiative 
lost, intimacy missed, generativity neglected- not to speak of identity potentials 
bypassed or, indeed, an all too limiting identity lived” (p. 63). But let us assume 
that a person has had several accomplishments to her credit and does not face such 
a danger. While such aperson would avoid a sense ofdespair, one might ask, would 
she experience fulfillment? How much progress is enough? 

As noted earlier in this chapter, according to Erikson (1974), the awareness of 
death when we are “deeply young or very old” tends to prompt the question of 
whether one has lived a wrong life- in service of wrong values, no matter how 
satisfying the progress might have been in the light ofvalues cherished so far. The 
Advaita Vedantists exhort that everyone should ask him- or herself this question 
about the ultimate value worth living for, and urge us to realize the external Being 
of the I that lies beyond the Becoming of the Me that is bound to be forever 
incomplete, whatever be the level of “progress” on any dimension. It is in the 
stronger valuation of Being and permanence over Becoming and change that the 
typical Indian perspectives such as Yoga and Vedanta are clearly distinguished 
from most Western views ofpersonhood. In contemporary psychology, there are 
two types ofcontemporary personality theories that emphasize change. First, there 
are behaviorist theories that view individuals as infinitely malleable entities that 
change endlessly under the influence of environmental forces, and that deny even 
stable patterns or traits, let alone admit to anything permanent. Second, there are 
theories such as those of Maslow (1954/1970a) and Rogers (1961) that propose self- 
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actualization as a dominant growth principle, which drives individuals to seek the 
actualization of hidden potentials in the form of successively higher levels of 
accomplishment in one field or another. It makes sense to see the Eriksonian view 
of identity formation as a variation on the theme of self-actualization, which in turn 
implies the value of change over permanence that is strongly expressed as a 
persistent theme throughout the intellectual history of the West. 

Heraclitus was perhaps the first one in the history of Western thought to 
emphasize change over permanence as a dominant cosmic principle. But the credit 
for translating this into human terms may go to Aristotle, whose concept of self- 
actualization implies a continuous actualization of potentials or hidden powers 
that could manifest themselves in increasingly higher levels of accomplishment. 
The Heraclitan theme recurs in a number of ways throughout the history of 
Western thought: in Hegel’s view ofaperpetual process ofcosmic dialectics and of 
history’s relentless march to the progress ofhuman civilization; in the numerous 
European models of societal progress, well documented by Bury (1932/1960) in 
his Idea of Progress; in the popular conceptions of Darwinian evolution; in the 
notion of the unidirectional view of time in Time’s Arrow and Evolution (Blum, 
1962); and in Piaget’s view of the perpetually evolving universe and of its 
knowledge. Against the background ofsuch a set ofallied themes, all emphasizing 
change overpermanence, it makes sense to view Erikson’s idea ofhuman develop¬ 
ment as a series ofunending changes guided by the dialectics ofmutually opposing 
principles such as Trust versus Mistrust interacting with each other like Hegelian 
Thesis versus Antithesis. The value ofchange over stasis implied in such a view of 
human life is well expressed by Rogers (1961), who put it this way: “The good life 
is a process, not a state of being. It is a direction, not a destination” (p. 186). This 
idea is fairly compatible with the Eriksonian notion ofidentity formation, aprocess 
wherein a person is always looking forward to becoming an anticipated self of 
some sort or other: an adult while young, being married while single, working 
while unemployed, and becoming happily retired while still working, and so on. 
Having a sense of identity, in Eriksonian terms, involves having a sense of 
direction and continuing to move toward a destination. And happiness, it would 
seem, lies more in trying than in reaching a destination. 

Looked at from an Advaita Vedantic point of view, this is fine as far as the 
pursuit of three of the four goals of life recommended in the Indian tradition, 
namely, the performing of one’s duties or fulfilling obligations toward others 
(dharma, cinrnya), the production or acquisition of wealth (artha), and the sating 
of desires (kama). The fourth goal the tradition recommends is the liberation 
(moksa) of the ego from the perpetual chain of action and its inevitable conse¬ 
quences. The twin goals of earning wealth and enjoying life with its means are 
generally covered by a single Sanskrit term, abhyudaya, meaning to rise or to 
prosper. This term conveys the spirit ofwhat may be called “progress” in English, 
and its pursuit is considered to be as legitimate as the fulfilling ofone’s obligations 
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to others. Although quite legitimate, even mandatory, by traditional standards, 
such a pursuit is considered to be an unending journey. It is like the pursuit of 
anticipated selves, to put it in Eriksonian terms. Seen from an Advaita Vedantic 
viewpoint, such a pursuit may be likened to chasing a horizon that recedes just as 
fast as one approaches it. The trouble with the pursuit of anticipated selves or 
practical goals is that all of these are abandoned either because they are already 
attained or because they are found unattainable or unworthy and are quickly 
replaced by other, more attractive, or “higher” goals and corresponding antici¬ 
pated selves. While such replacement sustains hope for something or other, it 
also perpetuates the journey; one never arrives. To put it in terms of selfhood, the 
Eriksonian view of identity formation implies that one keeps on looking for abet¬ 
ter and better image of the self, but the anticipated self, once actualized, turns out 
not to be good enough, or seems not to be a “true” self worth hanging on to forever. 
It is as ifone keeps on inventing new self-images without ever discovering the true 
self. In the process of identity formation described by Erikson, one keeps on not 
only constructing new images of the self, but also keeps abandoning the self- 
images once cherished most highly. Abandoning a once-cherished self may be 
likened to courting symbolic death, while at the same time striving to be symbol¬ 
ically reborn in new incarnations. 

According to the Advaita Vedanta, one should escape not only the endless 
cycle of birth and death across life cycles, but one should also sidestep the 
symbolic cycle of birth and death of selves or self-images in the course of the 
present life cycle. The journey to increasingly attractive future selves can and 
should come to an end with the discovery of the Atman, the permanent (nitya) 
principle underlying continually changing images ofthe self. There is then no need 
for chasing new horizons for selfhood because the Self is, it is claimed, infinitely 
blissful by nature. Indeed, the discovery of the true nature of the self or Self- 
realization (atma-saksatkara) is often described as the attainment of nihsreyasa, 
which literally means “having no better,” or the ultimate bliss ox final beatitude. 
Ironically, this metaphor ofthejoumey is useful but deceptive, for the final abode 
is also the primal; indeed, insofar as one has always been what one is and will 
forever be, there is nowhere to go. There appears to be a need to travel only insofar 
as, and as long as, one labors under false conceptions of selfhood. But false images 
of the self are not easily shed; one does not normally arrive at the final abode 
suddenly by magic. As noted, an aspirant must acquire all the qualifications that are 
prerequisite for a proper study of the Atman -Brahman, and then take the pre¬ 
scribed steps of “listening” or study of the formal principles of the Advaita 
philosophy and engaging in their critical examination and contemplation. This is a 
long and arduous task that might take years or decades, and may not be completed 
even in a lifetime. 

During that long period of planned self-transformation, an aspirant must go 
through the various stages ofthe life cycle, whether these stages are conceived in 
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the traditional fourfold Indian way (the student, householder, preparing to retire, 
and renunciation), or in the eightfold Eriksonian way. Although the Advaita 
Vedantic aspirant would expect the “journey” to end ultimately, she or he must 
keep moving along and ostensibly make some “progress” toward the Advaitic 
goal. During thisjourney, the aspirant must undergo the same kind ofbiologically 
guided transformation ofthe body that is inevitable for every member ofthe human 
species, and must face the same kinds of changing social expectations as others in 
her or his community and gender would face. It seems to me that, barring its 
culture-specific or “emic” limitations, the Eriksonian theory may account for the 
nature of the transformation of the ego that commonly occurs to most people. 
While Erikson’s work offers a descriptive account ofthe most common process of 
the transformation ofthe life cycle and a prescribes ever higher levels of “positive 
mental health,” the Advaita Vedantic, Yogic, and other such theories offer alterna¬ 
tive perspectives on how the transformation ofthe ego can be guided to a putatively 
ultimate state of Being beyond Becoming. 

Cast as being aimed at the dialectically opposite goals of Becoming versus 
Being, the Eriksonian and Advaita Vedhtic models might be seen as mutually 
exclusive approaches that must be taken on an either/or basis. However, treating 
them in a dichotomous way would be inappropriate. Being and Becoming or 
sameness and change, like self and other, constitute a dialectical pair such that one 
defines the other and derives its very meaning from that other. Thus, in Advaita 
Vedanta, making progress toward self-realization makes sense despite the claim 
that self-realization implies the attainment of a state beyond progress. So too in the 
Eriksonian vision, it makes sense to point at the eternal and indescribable “I am 
that I am” despite its emphasis on endless change. Regardless of their differing 
emphases on change versus sameness, the Eriksonian and Advaita Vedantic 
perspectives are complementary. 


Notes 

1. In the first stanza of the 19th chapter of the verse section of his UpadesasahasrT, Sankara (1973) 
uses the following words alluding to a medical metaphor: 

trsnajvarariasakaranam cikitsitam jrianaviragabhesajam | 

For an English translation of the UpadesasahasrT, see Potter (1981, pp. 217-254). 

2. It is likely that Hall and Lindzey might have decided to delete the chapter of Eastern theories either 
because of their decision to produce a simpler, lower-level text, or because of the kind of response 
they received from their peers. A review of 1978 edition of Hall and Lindzey’s text illustrates the 
cold, or even negative, reaction of psychologists to the expansion of the cultural horizons of their 
text. In a review published in Contemporary Psychology, the official review journal of the 
American Psychological Association, Hochreich (1979) questions Hall and Lindzey’s wisdom in 
including a chapter on an Eastern theory. “Given Hall and Lindzey’s stated criteria for selection, 
the ‘importance’ and ‘distinctiveness’ ofa theory,” sayd Hochreich, “one can easily arrive at more 
sensible choices” (p. 753). 
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3. The intellectual background of Erikson’s work is available from many good sources: Erikson’s 
(1975) own autobiographical account in his book, Life History and the Historical Moment (pp. 
17-47),in a biography of Erikson by Robert Coles (1970), and in David Rapaport’s (1959) brief 
introduction to Erikson’s Identity and the Life Cycle. 

4. For a list ofthe developmental tasks of adolescence in Erikson’s own words, see Erikson (1959, 
p. 112). What is given here is a modified and expanded list in the light of Erikson’s own and other 
works on this topic. 

5. Erikson quotes these words from The Process ofEducation, by Jerome S. Bruner (1960), a Harvard 
psychologist well known for his studies in cognition. Although Erikson seems to remain largely 
within the psychoanalytical framework, his occasional references to the work of cognitivists like 
Piaget and Bruner indicate, in my opinion, a closer compatibility of his model with cognitive 
theories than is often realized. It is this link ofhis model with cognitivism that I wish to follow up in 
the chapter on self-as-knower. 

6. Professor James Marcia has pointed out to me (personal communication) that the importance often 
attached to the role of formal operations in identity formation may be exaggerated. Formal 
operations might neither be a necessary nor sufficient condition for identity development. 

7. See Paranjpe (1975, Ch. 4) for an illustrative case study. 

8. According to Professor James Marcia (personal communication), data supporting Eriksonian 
theory of identity formation have been reported from the following countries: the United States and 
Canada, Mexico, India, Taiwan, Korea, Japan, Kuwait, Israel, South Africa, Nigeria, Portugal, 
Holland, Germany, Finland, United Kingdom, and New Zealand. 

9. Readers acquainted with the history of social psychology would remember that in The Authori¬ 
tarian Personality (Adorno et al., 1950), a landmark study guided by psychoanalytic theory and 
social psychological methodology, the origins ofprejudice were traced to the habitual projection of 
anger against a disciplining father onto out-groups. 

10. For an English translation of Sankara’s commentary on Badarayana’s Vedanta aphorisms, see V.M. 
Apte (1960) or Radhakrishnan (1960/1968). 

11. This concise list of features of the essentially indescribable Brahman is a translation of Sarvajnat- 
man’s (1972) words in Samksepasaftraka, stanza No. 173, which are as follows: 

nityah suddo buddhamuktasvabhavah | 
satyah suksmah san vibhuscadvitiyah | 
anandabdhiryah para so’ hamasmi | 
pratyagdhatumatra samsTtirasti || 

12. For a concise account ofthe Upanisadic theory of creation, see Vidyaranya (1982) PancadasT 
(Ch. 2). or P. Deussen’s (1987) The System ofthe Vedanta (Ch. 17). 

13. For an English translation, see Hymns ofthe Rg Veda (Griffith, 1963, Vol. 2, pp. 575-576). 

14. Sometimes a third, still lower, level of reality (pratibhasika satfa) is suggested. It is obtained when 
something purely illusory, such as a mirage or an event in a dream is taken to be real. 

15. In this connection, Dasgupta quotes the following words from Dharmaraja’s (1972) Vedanta 
Paribhasa: abadhitarthavisayajnanatvam (p. 4). 

16. This is my paraphrase ofthe following words of V. S. Abhyankar (1928/1968): 

abadhitarthavisayakarantahkaranavrttirhi prametyucyate | (p. 21). 

17. Sankara’s (1978, 18.66) words in this regard are as follows: 

na hy srutisatamapi sito'gniraprakaso veti bruvatpramanyamupaiti | 

18. These words are used by Radhakrishnan (1927/1931, Vol. 2, p.613) with reference to Sarvajnat- 
man’s characterization of moksa, or liberation, in Samksepasarvraka (1.67) (see Sarvanjnatman, 
1972). 

19. I wish to thank Dr. Gaya Charan Tripathi for pointing this out to me. 
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20. See Note 6, Chapter 2. 

2 1. atmendriyamanoyuktam bhoktetyahurmanTsinah | Katha Upanisad (3.4). 

22. purusojlvah ksetrajno bhoktetiparyayah | (Sankara, 1978, 13.20). 

23. mayam tu prakrtim vidyat | Svetasvatara Upanisad (4.10). 

24. eko devah sarvabhutesu gudhah sarvavyapT sarvabhutantaratma | 
karmadhyaksah sarvabhutadhivasah saksT ceta kevalo nirgunasca || 

Svetasvatara Upanisad (6.11). 

25. For an English translation of Patanjali’s Yoga aphorisms, see J. H. Woods (1914/1972). 

26. The Advaita Vedantist characterization of the Self as transcending the person as one who knows, 
feels, and wills appears in many writings. See, for example, Sankara (1978, 13.1 & 13.20; 1980, 

1.1.1),and Abhyankar (1928/1968,pp. 19-21). 

27. In the Mundaka Upanisad (3.1.5), the atman is described as “jyotirmayah,” meaning full of light, 
and in the Brhadaranyaka (4.3.7), the purusa is described as “vijnanamayah” and “hrdyantarjyo- 
tih,” meaning full of knowledge and a light in the heart. 

28. For a detailed discussion of the Advaita Vedanta doctrine of superimposition, see T. M. P. 
Mahade van (1985). 

29. ko’ yamadhyaso nameti | ucyate-smrtirupah | Sankara (1980, 1.1.1). 

30. Sankara’s view of the human condition is movingly expressed in a couple of short poems, the 
Dvadasaparijurika Stotrum and the Carpatapanjarika Stotram. Therein he expresses his deeply 
felt disdain for the emptiness of the mundane life and his yearning for a release from samsara For 
original texts and English translations of these poems, see Mahadevan (1980). In the opinion of 
S. K. Belwalkar (1929, pp. 221-222), these poems are “very probably” the authentic creations of 
Sankara. 

31. The four major goals of life as envisioned in the Indian tradition are: doing one’s duties toward 
fellow beings (dharma), acquiring wealth or means to fulfilling needs and desires (artha), fulfilling 
desires (kama), and seeking release from karmic bondage (moksa). 

32. According to my colleague, Professor lames Marcia (personal communication), an accomplished 
psychotherapist who read this account in a draft form, “Most real psychotherapy is not ‘adminis¬ 
tered.’ Actually [it is] more like this.” 
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Self-as-Knower 

The Psychology of Cognition 


The first part of this chapter is devoted to an overview of prominent contemporary 
perspectives on self and identity in relation to cognition. The key assumption to be 
examined here is that the self-as-knower involves the cognitive structures and 
processes operating within the individual at any given time. In cognitive terms, I 
am the way I get to know the world. The cognitive structures and processes 
involved in processing information do their work silently, so to speak, meaning 
that usually we are not aware ofthem. At a conscious level, the cognitive aspect of 
the selfmay be said to involve the beliefs and opinions with which one has become 
identified. My current beliefs and opinions provide guidelines for me to judge 
events, issues, and persons that I encounter in daily life. They are also a part of my 
social identity insofar as my opinions and attitudes define my place in the world 
around me, andpeople identify me interms ofmy opinions and attitudes. However, 
cognitive structures and processes, as well as beliefs and opinions, are not acquired 
and maintained once and for all. They are bound to change from time to time, and 
hence cannot account for the selfsameness of the I. 

The second part of this chapter presents the Advaita Vedantic views of the 
self-as-knower. First, the Advaita Vedantic conceptions ofknowledge, knower, 
and known are explained in relation to the Advaita Vedantic view ofreality. This is 
followed by an interpretation of Advaita Vedantic views of perception and cogni¬ 
tion in the language and idiom of cognitive constructionism. It is pointed out that 
Advaita Vedantists consider the process of knowing as always in need of adjuncts, 
or enabling conditions such as sensory capacities, that belong to the person o rjiva. 
Since the person keeps changing in relation to the changing world, the self-as- 
knower must keep changing as well. As such, the Advaita Vedantists cannot 
account for the selfsameness of the/ in terms of the self-as-knower any more than 
can the cognitive psychologists. However, the Advaita Vedantists postulate a 
transcendental Selfto account forthe selfsameness in persons, and suggest critical 
self-examination as a means to directly experience it. It is suggested that the self- 
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examination or “meditation” prescribed by Advaita Vedanta is a way of cogni¬ 
tively “deconstructing” one’s ego. 


Some contemporary perspectives: 

THE SELF AS COGNITIVE STRUCTURES AND PROCESSES 

Jean Piaget (1896-1980)has been one of the most influential figures in the 
field of cognitive psychology in recent times. His ideas are particularly important 
for us because, as we shall see later, his view of Being and Becoming (which 
recognizes only the latter) presents a unique instance of similarity and contrast 
when compared with the Advaita Vedantic views of self and cognition. We begin 
our discussion with a brief outline of Piaget’s view of cognition. 

Piaget’s Views of Cognition and the Self 1 

Piaget had an exceptionally broad background in diverse disciplines, which 
he brought to bear on the central issue of his research, genetic epistemology. 
Trained as a biologist, Piaget became interested in philosophy, especially epis¬ 
temology, along with logic, mathematics, linguistics, cybernetics, systems theory, 
and developmental psychology. What he presents through aunique combination of 
such diverse fields of study is a general theory of the structure of natural and 
artificial (i.e.,logicomathematical) systems, conceived as dynamic or “Construc¬ 
tive” processes (Turner, 1973, p. 351). He uses the concept of structured study the 
origin and growth ofknowledge not only in developing human minds, but also in 
the history ofhumanity. Piaget argued that since no records are available on how 
Neanderthal man thought, we are restricted to observing the origin ofknowledge in 
human development rather than in the history ofhumanity (Piaget, 1970a, p. 13). 
There is an echo here ofthe well-known idea from the history ofbiology: ontogeny 
recapitulates phylogeny. That is to say, an individual’s development through the 
life cycle retraces the same steps that the species may have undergone during the 
course of its evolution. 

There is no need for us to discuss the long history ofthe theories of evolution 
and development except for the principle of epigenesis, which is central to the 
developmental theories of Piaget and Erikson. As noted in the previous chapter, 
this principle suggests that the development of an individual in its life cycle 
proceeds in a stepwise fashion so that something qualitatively new comes about at 
each stage. Piaget’s work shows how new cognitive structures and processes 
emerge stage by stage in a manner analogous to the biological principle of 
epigenesis. Moreover, it goes beyond charting the course of cognitive develop - 
ment; it seeks to understand the nature ofknowledge as such. What Piaget offers, 
therefore, is an epistemology. His theory ofknowledge differs from traditional 



SELF-AS-KNOWER 


189 


“philosophical”’ epistemology in being empirically verifiable. While the tradi¬ 
tional epistemologies tend to view knowledge as a fact or a state, Piaget 
(1970/1972b, p. 2) views it as a process. He rejects the empiricist view of 
knowledge as discovery of something already existing in the external world, and 
also rejects the rationalist view ofknowledge as preexisting in a priori form inside 
the subject. Instead, he views knowledge as a matter of continuous construction 
“since in each act of understanding, some invention is involved” (Piaget, 1970a, 
P- 77). 

As a process, knowledge originates in the adaptive activity ofthe individual. 
The newborn is biologically endowed with formative structures that enable the 
infant’s sensorimotor activities such as sucking, pulling, pushing, and so on. Such 
activities are repetitive and extend to a wide array of objects and situations such 
that, in due course, a common underlying pattern ox scheme is transposed from one 
situation to another. The infant tends to incorporate or assimilate all kinds of new 
objects encountered in the environment within existing schemes. But in so doing, 
the original scheme tends to change itself or accommodate to a greater or lesser 
degree. For instance, the pattern of the baby’s specific actions in sucking the 
mother’s breast are modified as necessary in sucking a thumb. Piaget (1970b, pp. 
707-708)insists that assimilation is never present without its counterpart, accom¬ 
modation, and that there is always aneed to attain an equilibrium between the two. 
Assimilation is essential to provide continuity and stability, but if there is only 
assimilation and no change, the patterns of action would become rigid and 
nonadaptive. If, however, accommodation outweighs assimilation, the individual 
will be too malleable and will be assimilated into the environment. Piaget holds 
that all organisms are capable of regulating the equilibrium between assimilation 
and accommodation in the same way that living bodies are able to regulate the rate 
of metabolism or maintain a balance between production and consumption of 
sugar and insulin, for instance. 

Following a general systems model, Piaget views a hierarchy of nested 
systems and subsystems at biochemical, cognitive -psychological, and formal or 
logicomathematical levels, conceiving a continual interplay of processes and 
structures at each level of organization. Increasingly complex structures are 
constructed in the ongoing interaction of the self-regulating organism through a 
continual equilibration of assimilation and accommodation. What drives this 
process of cognitive construction is the functional activity of the individual 
manifest in physical movement of limbs and concrete objects at the beginning of 
life, and gradually transforming into increasingly abstract operations. As noted, 
the structure of activity appears in the beginning in the form of schemes, i.e., 
patterns of sensorimotor activity that are common across situations and objects. 
From these relatively concrete structures, more abstract forms emerge, starting 
with elementary schemata (plural of “schema”), or simplified mental images, and 
going on to increasingly abstract signs and symbols. In a series of publications, 
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Piaget and his associates have provided a detailed account of the stage-by-stage 
transformation of cognitive functions of growing children from infancy through 
adolescence. Piaget postulates the following major stages of cognitive develop¬ 
ment along with substages ofeach: sensorimotor,preoperational, concrete opera¬ 
tional, and propositional, ovformal operational (see Piaget, 1972a, Ch. 1). 

Piaget views “operations” as internalized (i.e., symbolic) actions. A child 
may first learn to subtract by actually taking away and counting concrete objects 
such as marbles, but she may later learn to substitute imaginary objects or symbols 
in lieu of real objects in the operation of subtracting. As cognitive development 
proceeds, operations tend to become increasingly more abstract. At the higher 
levels of development, the individual is able to perform “operations on opera¬ 
tions,” e.g., perform classification of classifications or comprehend theories of 
theorizing. Piaget postulates an invariable sequence of stages and substages of 
cognitive development analogous to the epigenetic principle, just as Erikson 
postulates the stages ofpsychosocial development. The chronological expression 
ofthe stages is viewed as contingent on facilitating or nonfacilitating environmen - 
tal factors. Piaget (1970/1972b,pp. 52-57) claims that the hypothesis ofinvariable 
sequence of stages is supported by empirical studies across cultures, and cites 
evidence from studies conducted around the world. 

Here, as in our discussion of Erikson’s theory, we will not deal with the issue 
of empirical validation, but will focus instead on some theoretical and metatheo- 
retical implications of the Piagetian perspective for the study of self and identity. 
To that end, we need to focus on Piaget’s views ofthe self as subject and object, 
knower and the known, with particular reference to the issue of change and 
selfsameness. In Structuralism, Piaget (1968/1970c) defines the subject as the 
“center of functional activity” (p. 69). “[T]he sensori-motor or intelligent subject 
is active and himself constructs his structures, by operations of reflective abstrac¬ 
tion” (Piaget, 1968/1970c,pp. 59-60)AspointedoutbyTurner (1973),thismeans 
that the subject is the “locus ofthe dynamics ofthe constructive process” (p. 357). 
which is always in flux, engaged as it must be in ongoing assimilation of objects in 
experience in the existing schema, while at the same time accommodating them as 
necessary. “The subject exists,” says Piaget (1968/1970c), “because ...thebeing 
of structures consists in their coming to be, that is, their being Tinder construc¬ 
tion’ ” (p. 140). This implies that the subject, as knower, is always changing. At 
any given moment it would consist of the cognitive structures and functions that 
may have evolved in the course of development till that moment. Although Piaget 
talks ofthe object that the subject must deal with, he does not give a very clear 
account ofit. Turner (1973) infers from Piaget’s writings that “[t]he object, insofar 
as it can be acted upon, andtherefore ‘known’ orrelatedtoby the subject, is also an 
indeterminate entity whose definition is always relative to the actions ofthe subject 
and the level of structure upon which they are based” (p. 357). 
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Such relativistic conceptions of the subject and object, knower and known, 
would seem too uncertain and risky to someone like Piaget who is interested in an 
objective, scientific understanding of reality. Given his phenomenological lean¬ 
ings (it was Piaget who taught us how to look at the child’s reality from a her or his 
viewpoint) and his constructionism, Piaget would appear to adopt a subjectivist 
perspective. But in fact it is quite the opposite. As remarked by Turner (1973): “In 
spite ofthe conventional associations oftheterm ‘subject’ with the consciousness 
of individual human beings, it is clear that Piaget’s concept of the subject has 
nothing to do with individuality of consciousnes-or, for that matter, humanity” 

(p 359). To understand how so, we need to look at Piaget’s concept of “epistemic 
subject” as opposed to a “psychological subject.” In the words ofBeth and Piaget 
(1966): 

There is the “psychological subject,” centered in the conscious ego whose functional 
role is incontestable, but which is not the origin of any structure of general knowledge; 
but there is also the “epistemic subject” or that which is common to all subjects at the 
same level of development, whose cognitive structures derive from the most general 
mechanisms ofthe coordination of actions, (p. 308) 2 

In Structuralism, Piaget (1968/1970c) suggests that the “general mechanisms” of 
the coordination of action are common to the “average” subject. “So average, in 
fact, that one of the most instructive methods for analyzing its actions is to 
construct, by means ofmachines or equations, models of‘artificial intelligence’ 
for which cybernetic theory can furnish the necessary and sufficient conditions” 
(P.69). 

If, indeed, the cognitive constructions of average human subjects could be 
modeled by machines, the processes of knowing must be universal and imper¬ 
sonal, and Piaget (1968/1970c) was aware that his account of a general and 
impersonal epistemic subject would make the “subject disappear” (p. 139). Did 
Piaget imply that some kind ofKantian universal principles of understanding are at 
work in the minds of ordinary people? Does he accept the Kantian view ofthe “I” 
as an “absolute subject?” Despite his proclaimed sympathy for Kantianism, Piaget 
does not accept either ofthese Kantian ideas. As to the transcendental ego, he says 
that “the whole trouble has been, from Plato to Husserl, that this transcendental 
subject has been changing appearance all the time bui-with no improvements other 
than those due to the progress ofscience” (Piaget, 1967/1971 ,p. 362). While he is 
sure about the progress of science, Piaget does not think that it is attained by basing 
itself on firm “foundations” of any sort. Despite his fascination with formalisms, 
Piaget repeatedly refers to Kurt Godel’s theorem, which proves that no logico- 
mathematical system can be self-sufficient or completely internally consistent 
without subordination to ahigher-order system. 3 In Piaget’s view, the implication 
ofthis is far-reaching: there are no prospects for an absolute or complete system of 
knowledge — ever. To quote Piaget (1970b): 
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[L]ogical empiricism attempts to reduce physical knowledge to perceptual states and 
logicomathematical knowledge to laws of an ideal language.... Now, these are two 
highly conflicting hypotheses, first, because physical experience rests on actions and not 
only on perceptions and always supposes a logicomathematical framework drawn from 
the general coordination of actions (of such kind that operationalism of Bridgman must 
be completed by that of Piaget!). Second, logicomathematical knowledge is not tau¬ 
tological but constitutes a structural organization drawn from reflective abstraction of 
the general coordination between our actions and our operations. 

But, most importantly, it is impossible that epistemology is static in point of view, 
because all scientific knowledge is in perpetual evolution, including mathematics and 
logic itself [of which the constructivist aspect has become evident since the theorems of 
Godel have shown the impossibility of a theory to be self-sufficient (complete) — 
therefore, the necessity of always constructing “stronger” ones; from whence finally 
the inevitable limits of formalization!] As Natrop 4 said in 1910: “... science evolves 
continually.... All being (or object) that science attempts to fix dissolves in the current 
ofbecoming.... Therefore that which can and must be sought is the law of this process.” 

(Piaget, 1970b. pp. 730-731) 

Piaget is absolutely convinced that nothing can be static, immovable, or perma¬ 
nent: no system of knowledge, no transcendental “I,” not even God. In Struc¬ 
turalism, he says: “But God himself has, since Gadel’s theorem, ceased to be 
motionless. He is the living God, more so than heretofore, because he is un¬ 
ceasingly constructing ever ‘stronger’ systems” (1968/1970c,p. 141). Like God 
Himself, what any of us- whether as ordinary persons or as scientists- can do is 
to perpetually struggle to replace current systems of thought with increasingly 
“stronger” systems. 

A few critical comments on the Piagetian perspective should now be in 
order. Piaget, like other constructivists, shuns absolutism typical oflogical positiv¬ 
ism. He views all knowing as conditioned by the state of the knower, as deter¬ 
mined by the knower’s level of cognitive development in his or her own life and 
also by the level of development of knowledge in the history of humankind. 
Piagetian relativism is fairly consistent with that of hermeneutics; both view 
knowledge as conditioned by “preunderstanding” and also as perpetually open to 
reinterpretation. 

An important problem with the Piagetian approach is its overemphasis on the 
abstract and generalized processes of knowing in the so-called “epistemic sub¬ 
ject” to the relative neglect of the relationship between cognition and the self in 
concrete, personal, and “real life” situations ofhuman beings. Turner (1973, p. 
354) rightly suggests that Piaget’s theory of “decentered” logical structures must 
be supplemented by a theory of “recentered” structures belonging to concrete 
functioning persons. Although impersonal cognitive structures of sorts are con¬ 
ceivable as aspects of artificial intelligence working through advanced computers, 
in human beings they are lodged with multiple selves united around the center of 
awareness along with an Eriksonian “sense of identity.” But in the analysis of 
abstract and general cognitive structures presented by Piaget, there is no place for 
the “person as a whole.” Piaget rarely considers the spontaneous, creative individ- 
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ual, and he seems to ignore the often powerful influence of emotions on human 
cognitive processes. Such things as the lived experience of human beings, their 
deeply personal concerns for the unknown future, or their fear of death, are 
distinctly lacking in Piaget’s work. It is no surprise, indeed, that Piaget is rarely 
recognized as a personality theorist, while Erikson is quite often recognized as 
such. 

Interestingly, Piaget’s impersonal stance does not render his view ofhumans 
mechanistic like Skinner’s. On the contrary, he considers humans as moral agents 
and has pioneered psychological studies ofmoral development. However, Piaget - 
ian studies of moral behavior would seem to overemphasize cognitive factors, 
making it appear that resolving moral dilemmas is a matter of “cool” reason. If one 
takes aPiagetian orKohlbergian approach to moral behavior, the deeply emotional 
turmoil of St. Augustine or the existential passion of Kierkegaard would appear to 
be unnecessary, if not simply pathological. 

Looking at the Piagetian perspective cross-culturally, I see the Piagetian 
versus Kierkegaardian views of moral dilemmas to be an instance of the typical 
Western polarization along the analytical-existentialdimension that is difficult to 
find within the Indian tradition. I also notice in Piaget’s approach the primacy of 
Becoming over Being. This is not to say that valuing change and Becoming over 
permanence and Being makes it exclusively “Western.” Piaget himself refers to 
Plato and Husserl- prominent Western advocates of Being- while indicating his 
preference for Becoming over Being. However, the fact that he criticizes them 
(rightly or wrongly) for giving “changing visions of the permanent” and that he 
cites lack of “progress” in rejecting them indicate Piaget’s fascination with the 
idea ofprogress and his emphasis on Becoming. As noted in Chapter 1, the idea of 
“progress” has been a pervasive theme of Western civilization; its influence is 
such that any talk of permanence as a value is viewed with suspicion-even as 
environmentalists are often branded as “enemies ofprogress.” In any event, I do 
not see Piaget’s view ofthe continually evolving character ofhuman knowledge of 
the world as being at odds either with Quinian or Advaita Vedantic views of 
knowledge, for both emphasize the openness of such knowledge to falsification. It 
is, however, at odds with the Advaita Vedantic view of experience of the Self, 
which they claim as absolute and not evolving. But the experience ofthe Self is 
said to be obtained when the flow of ideas in the mind is brought to a standstill. 
However, the Yogic or Advaita Vedatic ways of knowing the Self by stalling the 
stream of consciousness would seem odd to Piaget (1967/1971), who once raised 
the question of “whether one can possibly jump over one’s own shadow and thus 
reach the ‘Subject’ in oneself without its remaining ‘human, too human’ ” (p. 362). 

Neo-Piagetian Views of Self and Identity 

Although Piaget did not focus on studies of self and identity, several neo- 
Piagetian scholars published numerous studies in this area in the 1970s and 1980s. 
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Prominent in this respect is the work of Kohlberg and Gilligan (1971/1974), 
Kegan (1982),Harter (1988), and Chandler (Chandler, Boyes, Ball, &Hala, 1987; 
Ball & Chandler, 1989). A common feature ofresearch in this field is the combina¬ 
tion ofPiagetian concepts and methods with theories of self and identity derived 
from James, Cooley, Mead, andErikson. Instead of discussing the depersonalized 
Piagetian conception of the “epistemic subject,” most neo-Piagetians try to 
account for the structures andfunctions that account for the individuals’ concep¬ 
tions ofwho they are, or have been. All ofthem bring to bear considerable amounts 
of data based on longitudinal and/or cross-sectional studies of the conceptions of 
the self and identity among children and adolescents. A common feature of the 
neo-Piagetian studies is atypically constructionist approach that views the concep - 
tions of the self as a matter of “making” or “inventing” meaning rather than 
discovery of truth. 

As can be expected, the various scholars of this group define the self some¬ 
what differently. Kegan, for instance, conceives of a self in a “region” between 
events and individual reaction to them. It is in such a region that meanings are 
made, and “[t]he zone ofmediation where meaning is made is variously called by 
personality psychologists the ‘ego,’ the ‘self,’ the ‘person’ ” (Kegan, 1982, pp. 
2-3). The typical Piagetian view of cognition or knowledge as “activity” or 
process is quite apparent in most neo-Piagetian studies. But, one might ask, whose 
activity is it and what does it produce? Although Kegan does not pose such 
questions, Harter (1988, p. 44) implicitly answers them by conceiving the self as 
both the constructor and constructed, and by considering them to be the counter¬ 
parts, respectively, of the Jamesian “I-self,” or self-as-knower, and the “Me- 
self,” or the self-as-known. Although the neo-Piagetians occasionally talk about 
the subject and the object even as Piaget did, they do not tend to make too fine a 
distinction between self-as-subject and self-as-object. It is quite common among 
them, however, to refer to the self in the dual sense of cognitive structure and 
function, implying, respectively, the known and the knower. The neo-Piagetians 
seem to take for granted Piaget’s idea ofthe incessant equilibration of the cogni¬ 
tive processes of assimilation and accommodation, and thereby assume that the 
self is always in the making. For instance, Kegan chooses the expression “the 
evolving self,” suggesting the constantly changing nature of the self, and sche¬ 
matically represents the process of change as an endless spiral or a helix. Given 
such assumptions of a constantly changing selfhood, how do neo-Piagetians 
account for selfsameness? 

Both Chandler and Harter address this issue most directly in terms of the 
Piagetian notion of conservation. As Piaget’s famous studies show, children at an 
early age often think that if one pours liquid from a tall, narrow beaker into a 
shorter one, it decreases in amount. However, in the course of their cognitive 
development they begin to understand that, despite the “transformation” in shape, 
the amount of liquid remains the same, or is “conserved.” This Piagetian finding 
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suggests the hypothesis that children learn to infer the continued sameness of 
persons in an analogous manner as something conserved despite transformation of 
sorts, such as a quantity of water poured from a tall glass to a short one. T o test such 
a hypothesis, Chandler and associates (1987) asked children to say whether 
Scrooge, 5 portrayed differently as a comic strip character in his Christmas Eve and 
Christmas Day incarnations, was the same person before and after. Most children 
judged him to be the same person, although their accounts of sameness varied 
according to their level of cognitive development. While preoperational children 
inferred sameness on the basis ofbits and pieces that remained unchanged (“he is 
the same Scrooge because he wears the same clothes,” or “has the same looks”), 
concrete operational subjects inferred sameness in terms of some causal conse¬ 
quence (a kernel of goodness simply germinated overnight, for instance). 

In her studies, Susan Harter (1988) tries to explain how children going from 
elementary school tojuniorhigh school often attempt to conserve their self-esteem 
by changing either their competence hierarchies (e.g., by trying to raise their 
performance levels where they discover shortcomings) or their importance hier¬ 
archies (by considering the areas of deficiency to be less important). Thus, what is 
involved in the maintenance of a sense of selfsameness is the construction and 
continual reconstruction of selfhood. Ball and Chandler (1989) found that adoles¬ 
cents differ widely in the way they construct a sense of selfsameness. There are 
significant qualitative differences across individuals in the grounds on which 
claims of continuity in themselves as persons are based. For instance, psychi- 
atrically hospitalized adolescents generally gave less mature warrants ofpersonal 
continuity than those in a matched sample of “normal” adolescents. At the same 
time, adolescents from comparable backgrounds who were judged as high risk for 
suicide were “generally at complete loss as to how tojustify the conclusion oftheir 
own or others’ persistent identity across time” (Ball & Chandler, 1989, p. 272). 
Ball and Chandler are rightly cautious in interpreting their data, noting that their 
correlational studies cannot indicate what “causes” suicidal tendencies among 
adolescents. Nevertheless, their observations are highly suggestive ofthe existen¬ 
tial significance of the attainment of a reasonable basis of selfsameness; its lack 
may in some instances lead to dreadful doubts regarding one’s continued existence 
as a person in the future. 

By way of critical comment it may be noted that the neo-Piagetian accounts 
such as those indicated above are suggestive ofWilliam James’s conclusion that 
“the identity found by the I in its me is only a loosely construed thing, just like that 
which any outside observer might find in the same assemblage of facts” (James, 

1890/1983, p. 352). In other words, what the neo-Piagetian studies try to demon¬ 
strate is not the continued existence ofthe self-as-subject; they simply describe the 
various types of processes that are commonly involved in the attempts of a 
continually changing “knower” (i.e.,the existing cognitive structures) in making 
sense ofthe ever-changing world. What they account for is not the selfsameness of 
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the self-as-knower but the “conservation” of various aspect of the self-as-known. 
Indeed, the neo-Piagetian studies effectively demonstrate that neither the self-as- 
knower nor the self-as-known are permanent. While the former is assumed to be 
necessarily and continually changing on theoretical grounds, the continual 
changes in the latter is a fact of commonplace observation. Moreover, what the 
neo-Piagetian studies show is that the sense of selfsameness is not only cognitively 
constructed, it is based on frequently changing grounds that are often more like 
rationalizations than reasons. 

Broughton and Riegel (1977) make an interesting observation about the 
Piagetian developmental theorists against the background of their intellectual 
history: “Such theorists follow Hegel’s assumption that the real is rational con¬ 
sciousness, and that development is the development of thought. Development is 
in fact taken as the defining quality of life and ofthe human self’ (p. 156). Given 
the fusion of Hegelian and Darwinian thought in the work of Mead, Baldwin, 
Dewey, and other similar theorists of the early 20th century, they point out that: 
“Self-as-Organism is a precarious identity -in-difference. Self and Development 
are in constant tension, since the Self is viewed as existing only in its own self¬ 
negation- in its Becoming rather than its Being” (Broughton & Riegel, 1977, p. 
156). They also point outthat the “final stage” ofcognitive development and moral 
reasoning as conceived by Piaget and Kohlberg gives an illusory impression of 
stability. It is illusory because, inasmuch as Piaget accepts Godel’s proof of 
incompleteness ofall formal and axiomatic systems ofthought, the “ ‘Final’ stages 
must ... always stand as provisional” (p. 156). To put it in different words, in 
Piagetian and neo-Piagetian approaches, the self, as both the knower and known, is 
seen as necessarily subject to continual changes, and as such, the issue of sameness 
remains elusive. 

To put this into the context of Advaita Vedanta, it may be noted that Advaita 
Vedantists insist that the self as both knower and known changes, even as the neo- 
Piagetian studies imply. They dismiss the impression of sameness in the self-as- 
known as illusory; the cognitive “conservation” oftheweisforthemarationaliza- 
tion rather than a reasoned fact. The Advaita Vedantists account for the sameness 
of the self in terms of the self-as-subject that is experienced in the transcognitive 
zone of consciousness- a territory that seems to be out of bounds for Piaget and 
most Piagetians. 

George Kelly: The Self as “Personal Construct” 

George Kelly (1905-1967)did not approve of the traditional trichotomy of 
cognition, conation, affect, nor did he consider his theory to be phenomenological 
(Kelly, 1969, pp. 69,219). Yethis approach is often considered phenomenological, 
since it emphasizes the individuals’ perspective on reality as the most significant 
determiner of action (see Kelly, 1969, pp. 270-271).He is also considered a 
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cognitive constructivist insofar as the notions of “construal” and “construction” 
central to his theory refer to what are usually called cognitive processes. As noted 
in Chapter 1, Kelly (1955) is arealist and a constructive alternativist in thathe holds 
that the “universe is really existing” (p. 6), and that “there are always some 
alternative constructions available to choose among in dealing with the world” 
(p. 15). He is one ofthe very few contemporary theorists who state their axioms and 
their corollaries clearly and up front. Kelly’s fundamental postulate is that “a 
person’s processes are psychologically channelized by the way he anticipates 
events, and its first corollary is that ‘aperson anticipates events by construingtheir 
replications’ ” (p. 103, emphasis added). Construing is always guided by dichot¬ 
omous “constructs,” or reference axes, that allow us to compare and contrast 
events with each other and thereby help make sense ofthe world (Kelly, 1969, p. 
295). The reference axes orconstructs like “selfversus other,” “my selfversus my 
ideal self,” “probable versus impossible,” “safe versus dangerous,” or “good 
versus evil,” for instance, allow a person to place events in reference to oneself, 
assess their desirability, and thereby help prepare their prediction and control. For 
Kelly, the prediction and control ofevents is a goal common to scientists as well as 
“ordinary” persons, and science and personal constructs are its means. Personal 
constructs, like constructs of the various sciences, are applicable only to a finite 
range ofevents rather than to reality as a whole, and “all of our present interpreta¬ 
tions ofthe universe are subject to revision and replacement” (Kelly, 1955, p. 15). 

As in the case ofthe Piagetian schemata, the Kellyian constructs are always in 
the making. In facing a new situation, such as making a new acquaintance, 
individuals tend to “circumspect,” or look around, and invoke a wide range of 
familiar constructs, a host of bipolar trait names like “warm versus cold,” or 
“friendly versus hostile,” for instance, to assess whether the person is likely to be 
congenial or harmful, and so on. Those constructs that seem obviously useless in 
framing the situation are ruled out or “preempted,” and the framework of selected 
constructs is then used as the basis for exercising control on own behavior, such as 
either neglecting the newcomer or inviting her for a party next week, as might seem 
appropriate. As life events unfold, a person’s construction of the surrounding 
world is continually revised in cycles of circumspection (exploring and construing 
alternatives), preemption (ruling out some alternatives as irrelevant), and control 
(as per chosen alternatives). If the personal constructs prove adequate in control¬ 
ling relevant events in the light of results of past construal and action, the 
individual may “tighten” or consolidate the framework, or perhaps “loosen” it so 
as to make it open to revision. The parallel between this Kellyian account of the 
processes ofconstrual and the Piagetian concepts ofassimilation, accommodation, 
and equilibration should be quite clear. 

Kelly was opposed to the conceptualization of an entity such as an ego or a 
self. But he speaks ofthe self as both a construct or frame for comparing items and 
as a datum or an item to be rated in the context of other constructs (Kelly, 1955, p. 
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131). Thus, insofar as “self’ or self-related terms often provide dichotomous axes 
(like “self versus nonself,” or “self versus other”) for the assessment of events, 
the self can be thought of as a construct. On the other hand, self can equally be one 
among the many persons or “data” that one evaluates on dichotomous constructs 
like “warm versus cold,” “intelligent versus unintelligent,” “honest versus dis¬ 
honest,” and so on. The selfis notjust one construct among innumerable others we 
employ in our understanding; it is one ofthe “core” constructs, a stable and deeply 
entrenched one rather than a peripheral one, open to quick and repeated revision. 
Says Kelly (1955): “Core constructs are those which govern aperson’s mainte¬ 
nance processes- that is, those by which he maintains his identity and existence ” 
(p. 482; italics original). What this implies is that the self and other such core 
constructs define whooneis; indeed, they aretheperson. Kelly (1955, p. 482) notes 
that in healthy persons, the core constructs are comprehensive, i.e., applicable to a 
wide variety ofknown events relevant to them, but not too “permeable,” i.e., not 
too loose, inconsistent, tenuous, orexcessively encompassing (p. 80). Asaresult, 
healthy persons can see themselves as complex and organized persons, and can 
precisely evaluate new events without overestimating their significance, as hypo¬ 
chondriacal or paranoid persons often do. Indeed, Kelly (1955) views mental 
health as amatterofcorrect or valid construal ofevents; a psychological disorder is 
defined as “a personal construction which is used repeatedly in spite of consistent 
invalidation” (p. 831). A simple example is that of a paranoid who holds to the 
belief that everyone is trying to get him in trouble, despite repeated evidence to the 
contrary. 

This view of psychological disorder leads to the characterization ofpsycho- 
therapy as an “aid to reconstruction” (Kelly, 1955, p.937). Kelly fashions the task 
of reconstruction on the “... modem science model. Constructs are hypotheses. 
Prediction is the goal” (p. 940). In the day-to-day life of ordinary persons, as in 
science, the world is always open to alternative constructions, so one always 
should be on the lookout for better, more functional constructions that allow us to 
more accurately predict the events around us. Insofar as thepatient’s difficulties are 
most likely to stem from erroneous constructions, the therapist asks the patient first 
to take stock of how he or she sees things in relation to the world, to carefully 
examine the current constructions, then to think of alternative hypotheses and try 
them out in real life for a while, even as a scientist experimentally tests new 
hypotheses. To that end, specific methods are developed. For instance, the client is 
asked to write a “self-characterization,” a descriptive account of how a friend 
might describe him. If he most commonly describes persons including himself in 
terms of the “kindly versus hostile” dimension, the therapist asks him to move 
back and forth on the continuum between the two poles. This kind of movement 
between poles may help the client realize perhaps that he is “kind” while things 
are going well and tends to become “hostile” when they are not. Such contrast 
construction often helps the client clarify to himself the way he sees himself and 
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himself and others and bring about greater internal consistency in his construct 
system (Kelly, 1955, pp. 938-939).The therapist then starts to introduce new 
elements in the construction system, suggesting alternative dimensions to construe 
the events ofthe client’s concern, for instance. In a special technique called fixed- 
role therapy, a script for an alternate way ofplaying his role as employee or family 
member is prepared in consultation with the client and one or two collaborating 
therapists, and the client is encouraged to try this reconstructed way of construing 
and acting (Kelly, 1955, Ch. 8; Rychlak, 1981, pp. 739-741). 

The theoretical underpinnings of Kelly’s approach should now be clear. 
Briefly, Kelly sees the self as a matter of cognitive construction, both as a core 
construct that shapes the way in which events are assessed and a datum assessed in 
the light of existing constructs. In other words, the self is both knower and known, 
interpreter and interpreted. Both as datum and interpretive framework, the self is 
always considered open to reconstruction. In the later part of this chapter, 1 shall 
try to use the Kellyian model of theory and psychotherapy in interpreting Advaita 
Vedantic theory and method for self-realization. At this point, let us turn to a brief 
account of selected contemporary perspectives on the self that focus on cognitive 
concepts such as schema. 

Conceiving of the Future Selves: Hazel Markus’s Approach 

In a series of publications, Hazel Markus and her associates (Markus, 1977, 
1983; Markus &Nurius, 1987; Markus & Wurf, 1987) have conceptualized the self 
as a cognitive schema, and have tried to account for its role in conceiving of the 
future states as well as in directing ongoing behavior. Markus’s conceptualization 
of cognitive schema follows the pioneering work by Frederic Bartlett (1932), and 
the seminal contributions ofPiaget(1951) andKelly (1955). Markus (1977) defines 
self-schemata as “cognitive generalizations about the self, derived from past 
experience, that organize and guide the processing of self-related information” 
(p. 64). Inher initial studies, Markus (1977) experimentally demonstrated that self¬ 
schemata facilitate the processing ofinformation about the self, give confidence in 
predicting their own future behaviors, and resist counterschematic information. 
In the light of her own and other empirical studies, she tried to show how self¬ 
schemata shape the perceiver’s expectations, determine the way in which a situa¬ 
tion is framed or interpreted, and selectively influence attention (Markus, 1983). 
An important aspect ofher work is concerned with the potential or possible selves, 
i.e., conceptions ofthe self in future states (Markus &Nurius, 1987). The future 
selves may be positive states hoped for, such as a rich and famous self that is 
esteemed and revered by others, or a feared self sick, unemployed, penniless, and 
unloved. The construction of future selves is thus inextricably associated with 
affective states like hope and fear, and accordingly guides one’s course ofaction so 
as to avoid undesirable future states and to attain the desirable ones. The connec- 
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tion pointed out by Markus between the cognitive construction of the self on the 
one hand and the emotion and action on the other is important in the study of the 
self. We shall discuss the nature of this connection wherever relevant in the 
following chapters. 

For decades, “self-concept” was conceptualized in psychology as ifit were a 
static, measurable entity of which a single aspect, namely self-esteem, could 
predict global aspects ofbehavior such as delinquency, academic achievement, or 
marital adjustment. In their survey of the more recent trends in research, Markus 
and Wurf (1987, p. 300) note that the tendency now is to view self-concept as a 
“dynamic interpretive structure” that mediates a variety of intrapersonal pro¬ 
cesses (such as information processing, affect, and motivation) as well as interper¬ 
sonal processes (such as perception of and responses to other people). Also, self- 
concept is considered to be a multifaceted phenomenon including images, cogni¬ 
tive schemata, and prototypes with which to compare new stimuli, as well as an 
ensemble oftheories, goals, and tasks. According to Markus, what operates within 
the individual at a given time is a “working self’ concept- a particular configura¬ 
tion of representations drawn from the self-concept that regulates ongoing action. 
At any given time, particular aspects of the overall self-concept that are relevant 
to the situation on hand (self-as-parent and one’s parenting skills in dealing with 
one’s child, for instance) might be drawn into action so as to influence information 
processing and control of action relevant to the situation. 

Thus conceived, the working self implies a system of switching from one 
Jamesian self (or role) to another appropriate one as demanded by the changing 
situation. To help understand what is involved here, visualize a homemaker 
switching several times among a repertoire of selves- mother, wife, cook, con - 
sumer, neighbor, grandmother -in a short period depending on who calls for 
attention at the moment. The concept of a working self suggests the fully dynamic 
nature of the self; it implies an ensemble of cognitive structures and processes in 
continual action, an ensemble that not only monitors the changing events in the 
world around, but also is self-correctively “in the making,” as with all Piagetian 
schemata. 

From the foregoing account it should be clear that Markus’s “dynamic self- 
concept” is both a structure and process, stable and yet malleable. It illustrates the 
contemporary trend to avoid the tendency typical ofthe mid-20th-century psychol - 
ogy to conceptualize the self as either structure or process, either stable or 
malleable. It also illustrates a tendency to avoid the compartmentalization of 
psychological processes into cognition, emotion, and action, but rather to empha¬ 
size their interconnectedness. Markus’s concept of “future selves,” for instance, 
implies not simply a cold, rational anticipation of future possibilities, but also the 
experiencing of the fear or hope they engender. Such emotions in turn imply that 
one is prompted to set appropriate goals and initiate action so as to help allay fears 
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or to realize positive outcomes. This latter idea suggests the agentic nature of the 
self, which will be discussed in a separate chapter. 

The Totalitarian Ego: A. G. Greenwald’s Contributions 

In an article published in 1980, Anthony G. Greenwald argued that the ego is 
an organization of knowledge characterized by totalitarian strategies of informa¬ 
tion control. He refers to the earlier publications of Seymour Epstein (1973) and 
Jane Loevinger (1976) that explain how and why the ego can be viewed as an 
organization of knowledge. Following Loevinger, Greenwald conceives of and 
compares the organization ofknowledge atthree different levels: belief systems of 
individual persons, political ideologies shared by party members, and scientific 
theories shared by communities of scholars. He suggests that the organization of 
knowledge at all three levels manifest the following common features: a conserva - 
tive tendency (i.e., a tendency to sustain or protect the presently held beliefs) and 
atendency to ignore orreject information contrary to current beliefs. In support of 
this thesis, Greenwald refers to the work of George Orwell (1949) and Hanna 
Arendt (1966) on the nature of totalitarian ideologies, and ofThomas Kuhn (1970) 
on the nature of scientific theories, and marshals data from numerous studies by 
experimental and cognitive psychologists on information processing. In addition, 
Greenwald presents several poignant illustrations from day-to-day life showing 
how people often accept only what fits their presently held beliefs, ignore or 
dismiss contrary evidence, and even fabricate stories to rationalize even the most 
ludicrous views of themselves or of events around them. Since Greenwald has 
presented a persuasive set of arguments based on review of a considerable amount 
of evidence from numerous published studies, I shall leave it to the interested 
reader to decide whether Greenwald’s conclusions are reasonable. Here, I would 
simply abstract some of his key observations regarding the nature of the ego as 
an illustration of a prominent contemporary perspective, and examine its theoreti¬ 
cal and practical implications that would be relevant for a cross-cultural compari¬ 
son of perspectives. 

According to Greenwald, the ego’s cognitive functioning manifests the fol¬ 
lowing three types of biases: egocentricity (the self as focus of knowledge), 
“beneffectance” (a neologism for the tendency toward the perception ofresponsi- 
bility for desired, but not undesired, outcomes), and cognitive conservatism 
(resistance to cognitive change). Egocentricity implies the common tendency to 
remember the past “as ifit were a drama in which the self was the leading player” 
(Greenwald, 1980, p. 604). One need not go very far for an illustration; I need 
only to recall how, when my colleague asked me about the office meeting that he 
had missed the other day, I gave an account primarily of what I said in it and ofmy 
opinions of what others said. Another aspect of egocentricity is to view the self as 
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“the axis of cause and effect,” such that one tends to have an illusion of control 
over events that depend only on chance, as in choosing a lottery ticket, for instance. 
On the other hand, one also tends to view the self as the intended target of other 
people’s action, a tendency common inparanoia. “Beneffectance” is the tendency 
to see oneself as cause of only the desirable events, such as success in an 
examination, and to pass the blame for failure to external factors, such as a poor 
teacher, or bad luck. Cialdini and his associates (1976) have coined the term 
“basking in reflected glory” (BIRGing) to designate the common tendency to 
identify with winners so as to share their glory, only to disown them in case they 
lose. For example, in their study it was noted that college students often said “we 
won” whenever the college team won a game, but switched to “they lost” when it 
was defeated. Group pride and ethnocentrism are often a form of BIRGing; even 
scholars sometimes secretly wish to indicate that they are great because their 
ancestors were highly accomplished, wise, or the first ones in the world to come 
up with a significant idea, and so on. 

Cognitive conservatism is a pervasive bias. As noted, it is common to the 
organization ofknowledge at different levels: at the level of personal worldviews, 
in widely shared religious orpolitical ideologies, as well as in scientific paradigms. 
Conservatism implies resistance to change or to revise currently held ideas in the 
light of contrary evidence. To put it in Piagetian terms, this implies an excess of 
assimilation over accommodation. Greenwald notes that, at the individual level, 
cognitive conservatism manifests in many forms: in a tendency to ignore or reject 
persuasive messages counter to the then-favored opinions; to reconstruct or “re¬ 
write” memories so as tojustify current feelings and attitudes (Bartlett, 1932, 
pp. 206-207);to seek out information and the company of people who would 
support the current beliefs; or to believe that the present is better than the past, and 
that the future will be better still, and so on. 

A few years after the publication of Greenwald’s paper on the totalitarian 
ego, Greenwald and Pratkanis (1984) published a historical overview of psycho¬ 
logical perspectives on the self. Some aspects of their review are pertinent to our 
discussion, and will be briefly noted here. One that pertains to the self-as-knower is 
the idea that the self is an existing cognitive structure or a “prototype.” On the 
basis of the work ofT. B. Rogers (1981) and other researchers, Greenwald and 
Pratkanis (1984) suggest that “the selfconcept functions as acognitive prototype — 
acategory or central tendency with which novel stimuli canbe compared” (p. 149). 
Without going into the details of experimental evidence that is cited in support of 
this view, some of its implications for selfhood may be examined. To put it in 
broader and more general terms than those suggested by Greenwald and Pratkanis, 
the existing cognitive structures constitute the self-as-knower. These include the 
entire range ofcognitive schemata that operate within an individual at a given time, 
as well as one’s explicitly or implicitly held beliefs, values, principles, guidelines, 
and so on that define one’s position on relevant issues and guide one’s behavior 
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in daily life. All these are products of one’s prior history and cognitive develop¬ 
ment. The current beliefs and values may have replaced different and even 
opposite ones held before, and may well be open to revision in the future. But as 
present or existing cognitive structures, they are the truths to the best of one’s 
knowledge, and they are the standards by which the world must bejudged and the 
course of action decided. One may not be explicitly and consciously aware of all 
the existing cognitive structures, nor have the ability to use them in a cool, 
affectively neutral, and “rational” manner. Nevertheless, the/, asaknower, A the 
means ofknowing (such as existing cognitive structures and functions) available to 
oneself at the moment. 

Another aspect ofGreenwald and Pratkanis’s overview ofthe self-concept is 
their discussion of the traditional knower-known distinction in contemporary 
idiom. Putting it in the language of artificial intelligence, they view the distinction 
between self-as-knowerand self-as-known as analogous to the distinction between 
“procedural” and “declarative” knowledge. These, in turn, are analogous to 
cognitive process versus product or content, respectively. In terms of computer 
metaphor, subject and object are viewed as program and data aspects of the 
computer, respectively (Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984, p. 142). Greenwald and 
Pratkanis quote Ulric Neisser (1976), who also uses the computer metaphor to 
describe a cognitive schema. Says Neisser (1976): 

a schema is like a format m. a computer-programming language. Formats specify that the 
information must be of a certain sort if it is to be interpreted coherently. Other 
information will be ignored or will lead to meaningless results.... A schema is not 
merely like a format; it also functions as a plan ... The schema is not only the plan but 
also the executor ofthe plan. (pp. 55-56) 

The similarity between such conceptualization and Markus’s self as both structure 
and process should be obvious. What this implies is that the self-as-knower, 
viewed as “executor” of a plan or as process, cannot be static, but is active and 
therefore a continually changing phenomenon, although it generally tends to be 
“conservative” or resistant to change in its structure or form. 

Greenwald and Pratkanis point out some theoretical implications that follow 
from such new metaphors. They point out that both program and data are repre¬ 
sented as bits in random access memory, and that the distinction between program 
and data is not a sharp one. “[T]he fuzziness ofthe program versus data distinction 
captures an essential aspect of the distinction between self as knower and self as 
object of knowledge” (Greenwald & Pratkanis, 1984, p. 142). In addition to this 
theoretical difficulty in making a sharp distinction between the self as knower and 
known, Greenwald and Pratkanis note a methodological difficulty in studying 
them. It is concerned with the “introspective access,” in that “we have access to 
the products ofcognitive process, but not to the workings ofthe cognitive process” 
(p. 142, emphasis added). This difficulty can be easily and quickly noted by 
anybody in an attempt to specify what exactly went through one’s mind just 
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moments ago. It arises partly from the rapidity with which cognitive processes 
arise in and vanish from the stream of consciousness, and has been discussed by 
William James, among others. 

In his inimitable style, James uses distinctive metaphors to describe the 
“baleful” difficulty in watching one’s own thought processes: “The attempt at 
introspective analysis is in fact like seizing a spinning top to catch its motion, or 
trying to turn up the gas quickly enough to see how the darkness looks” (James, 
(1890/1983, p. 237). TheBhagavad-GIta(634) describes the same difficulty with a 
different metaphor: The mind is so fickle, says Arjuna, trying to curb it is like 
holding the wind. James (1890/1983)quotes Auguste Comte, who had pointed out 
another important difficulty in knowing the knower: “The thinker cannot divide 
himself into two, of whom one reasons while the other observes him reason. The 
organ observed and the organ observing being, in this case, identical, how could 
observation take place?” (p. 188). Yajnavalkya the ancient Upanisadic sage, noted 
pretty much the same dilemma when he said “Whereby would one understand 
him by whom one understands this All? Lo, whereby would one understand the 
understander?” (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 2.14.14). Greenwald and Pratkanis 
(1984, p. 144) note the same dilemma regarding the subject-objectduality, but 
express it differently with the help of the metaphor of mirrors in a barber shop 
suggested by Ernest Hilgard. Ifwe try to identify which image is seeing and which 
is seen, says Hilgard (1949), “it soon gets all confused as to the self that is doing 
the looking and the self which is being look at” (p. 377). 

While commenting on Hilgard’s observations Greenwald and Pratkanis 
(1984) blame the mirror metaphor for adding confusion to the enigma of subject- 
object duality. They then referto other metaphors such as “the DNA molecule that 
contains instructions for its own replication and Godel’s theorem that asserts its 
own unprovability,” (pp. 143-144) suggested by Douglas Hofstadter (1979). 
Although Greenwald and Pratkanis find these metaphors to be “more substantial 
and more stimulating” than the mirror metaphor, they conclude that such meta¬ 
phors “leave the experienced duality of the self a mystery, and thereby encourage 
the suspicion that the self as subject/knower is beyond the domain of scientific 
treatment” (p. 144). Their use ofthe metaphor ofthe computer program, they hope, 
will bring the self-as-knower within the domain of empirical psychology. Be that 
as it may, the selected aspects of the views of Greenwald and Pratkanis noted in 
this section have interesting parallels as well as opposites in Indian thought that 
need to be pointed out. 

In regard to the “egocentrism” and “beneffectance” ofthe ego, some parallel 
notions from the Bhagavad-GTtd may be noted. According to the Gita (18.13-14) 
there are five factors that account forthe accomplishment ofall actions: the context 
of action, the agent, the instruments of various sorts, various kinds of effort, and 
finally, chance or fate (daiva). Of these, the agent egotistically considers him- or 
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herself as the sole cause of action, neglecting the contributing factors. Such 
egotism, according to the GTta (3.27), is a sign ofthe lack ofunderstanding. To put 
it in contemporary idiom, this is a common “attribution error,” which Greenwald 
accounts for in terms ofthe ego’s “beneffectance.” Despite this parallel between 
the Advaita Vedantic and Greenwaldian views ofthe ego, however, the two are 
different inamost significant way. Greenwald’s analysis, like that ofmost contem¬ 
porary psychologists, is impersonal and theoretical, while the typical Advaita 
Vedantic approach would be to carry forward its theoretical analysis to the personal 
and practical realm. Let me speculate on how someone involved in a Advaita 
Vedantic variety ofpersonal self-examination might view egocentrism and cogni¬ 
tive conservatism noted by Greenwald: 

If Greenwald’s observations about egocentrism and cognitive conservatism are accurate 
and widely applicable, am I immune to such foibles? I must recognize that I often find 
myself clinging on very dearly to my current beliefs and opinions, and tend to ignore or 
disregard evidence to the contrary. Greenwald is right when he says that one often tends 
“to believe that the present is better than the past, and that the future will be better still.” 

I do very often think that what I know now is better than what I knew before. By the same 
token, I must grant that my future ways of knowing will be better still. But when I say 
that, am I not forgetting that what I know now is only a relative and provisional truth at 
best? Have I not often found myselfto be dead wrong on important issues in the past, and 
have subsequently converted myselfto the opposite side? And yet I continue to think, so 
very often, that I am right and those opposed to me must be wrong. Isn’t that a sign of 
what Greenwald has called a “totalitarian ego?” What are the lessons that I must learn 
from this? 


This sort ofpersonal self-examination is deeply shunned in an intellectual atmo¬ 
sphere shaped in the impersonal and purist tradition of Greek theoria. We may 
recall Husserl’s exaltation of this purist tradition and the denigration of Indian 
thought for its practical and moral concerns. It is not of course the practical 
use of psychology or any other science that is the question, for that is not only 
permitted but exalted. But in the Western cultural milieu, practical application 
ofknowledge is rarely advocated in a personal way as it has been in Yoga, Advaita 
Vedanta, and other such systems of the Indian tradition. We may recall here 
Piaget’s emphasis on a decentered, impersonal epistemic subject, and Turner’s 
criticism about Piaget’s lack of inclination to “recenter” the knower in the banal 
human and personal context. Turner’s criticism ofPiaget reflects a tension between 
personal and impersonal stances that is rarely expressed in Western psychology. 


Harre's Social Constructionist View of the Self 

In Personal Being, Rom Harre (1983) has proposed a social constructionist 
view of the self and identity that is significantly different from any of those 
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considered above. Several crucial aspects of his perspective may be noted: 
(1) being a philosopher rather than a psychologist, Harre focuses more on theory 
than on empirical research; (2) he rejects the notion ofhumans as the high-grade 
automata often implicit in cognitive science and inNorth American social psychol¬ 
ogy, and considers them to be agents responsible for their own actions; and (3) 
Harre considers persons as cultural artifacts rather than natural objects, and 
follows G. H. Mead and Lev Vygotsky in assuming that individual minds are 
“structured and stocked from a social and interpersonal reality” (p. 8). Like Mead, 
Harre suggests that selves originate from conversation with others, and following 
Wittgenstein, he tries to show how the selfis structured by the “language games” 
in which the individual participates. 

According to Harre (1983), “[t]o be psychologically an individual is to be 
self-conscious and self-activating and controlling. The former includes a knowl¬ 
edge of one’s history as well as one’s unique location in the array of persons” (p. 
23). InHarre’s view, “person” is “the socially defined, publicly visible embodied 
being, endowed with all kinds of powers and capacities for public, meaningful 
action.” The “self [is] the personal unity I take myself to be, my singular inner 
being, so to speak. The self, in this sense, is that for which Hume searched, but 
which he could not find” (1983, p. 26). Thus, unity and singularity are fundamental 
properties of selfhood by definition. Moreover, Harre speaks of selfhood as a 
“unity ofunities” (1983, p. 29), and considers it at three related but distinct levels: 
(1) a formal unity in terms of the “centered” nature of consciousness; (2) a 
practical unity of the self as agency, or locus of action in an array of persons; and 
(3) an empirical unity, suggestive of a single “point of view” moving along a 
spatiotemporally continuous path, as it were, so that experiences of a lifetime can 
be organized as the narrative of a “truly one and only one distinct individual” 
(1983, p. 205). 

For Harre (1983, p. 193), unity of self is a theoretical concept and not an 
empirical discovery. He believes that selves are constructed (1983, p. 27), and that 
unities of selfhood are artifacts (p. 22). In accepting that selves are not empirically 
observable entities, Harre agrees with Hume. He also endorses Kant’s view that 
“unities of experience are accounted for through application of the doctrine of 
synthesis.” Harre explicitly states that “[i]n the Kantian view, the experienced 
unities ofpersonal being are actively created out of an undifferentiated continuum 
of experience. I believe Kant’s solution to be essentially right” (1983, p. 15). 

Although Harre considers his project to be Kantian in view of his agreement 
ofthe pointjust mentioned, he sharply differs from Kant in some important ways: 
“Contrary to Kant, who held that transcendental objects had only transcendental 
properties, 1 hold that at least some important transcendental objects have social 
properties” (1983, p. 22). Harre’s emphasis on society stands in contrast with the 
“individualist psychologies,” such as Freudian psychoanalysis, Piagetian cogni¬ 
tivism, and Daniel Dennett’s (1978) “cognitive science.” He faults individualist 
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psychologies for at least the following problems, among several others: (1) their 
difficulty in explaining how intersubjectivity and knowledge of other minds are 
possible (1983, p. 8), and (2) their failure in explaining personhood as a psycho¬ 
logical unity (p. 10). Like G. H. Mead, Harre considers the symbiotic interactions 
among a collectivity of human beings as a fundamental reality, and locates the 
origin of mind in human conversation. He recognizes that for collectivists like 
Mead and Vygotsky, “the deepest problem is how individuality is created and 
sustained in so thoroughly social a world” (1983, p. 8). Solving this problem is 
precisely the challenge Harre (1983) undertakes in Personal Being. 

The basic premise ofHarre’s social constructionist approach is that “cogni¬ 
tive activities are primarily public and collective, located in talk. They become 
personal activities of individual people by developmental processes of the kind 
... by which we come to learn to talk to ourselves” (1983, p.21). “Our mental life,” 
Harre argues, “is the result of the acquisition of a theory” (p. 21). During the 
process of socialization, or “educational process,” as Harre calls it, we acquire the 
theoretical concept “self.” The concept “self’ arises in the same way that 
concepts arise in natural sciences: “to describe processes and entities which are 
held responsible for patterns found in observation and experiment, but which are 
beyond existing observational techniques” (Harre, 1987, p. 47). Harre gives the 
examples of the familiar concepts and theories: the concept of molecule, which 
arose as an analogy of a “Newtonian material thing,” and the theory of natural 
selection, which emerged as a parallel of domestic selection. Natural selection is 
not an observable phenomenon, but is inferred from observing the practices of 
animal breeding, even as the unobservable force of gravity is postulated from the 
observable behavior ofphysical bodies. Thus, in the “language game” ofbiology, 
new species come about through differential encouragement of natural variations 
by natural selection, in a way parallel to the new breeds created in livestock by 
differentially encouraging domestic variations by domestic selection. Similarly, 
unobservable selves are inferred as analogues of commonly observed persons. In 
the language games common to many societies, the concept of “selves” arises by 
following the same rules of grammar that people use in talking about persons. In 
other words, we learn to talk about “I” and “me” the same way that we learn to 
talk about “he,” “she,” “him,” or “her.” 

Viewed from Harre’s sociolinguistic approach, the “I” is a first-person 
pronoun that serves an indexical function to help locate the speaker in an array of 
persons even as the terms “here” and “now” designate the location and point in 
time for persons who share and understand the spatiotemporal and social context 
of conversation. The consistent usage ofthe terms “I” and “self’ therefore seems 
compatible with a spatiotemporally continuous entity to which psychological 
states, rights and duties, and praise and blame can be (Harre, 1987, p. 48). 
Aside from serving an indexical function, consistent use ofthe first-person pro¬ 
noun helps provide a systematic organization to an individual’s experience. Since 



208 


CHAPTER 4 


such organization is a product of language games, it is likely to differ from one 
linguistic community to another. However, inHarre’s view, the language games 
typical of most European languages help organize all experience around the “I” 
as the center. 

The “centered” structure described by Harre (1983) does not imply “egocen- 
tricity ’ ’ in the Piagetian sense; its main feature is a “point” or pencil organization 
(p. 144) that has a “center” from which radial arrows emanate in the direction of 
uncountable intentional objects, so to speak. Harre schematically represents this 
notion ofstructure inFig. 4.1. The fact that the arrows inHarre’s scheme reach out 
to “intentional” objects is very important, because it emphasizes the directed 
nature of consciousness (discussed briefly earlier in Chapter 2). However, inten- 
tionality conceived in this fashion is purely an artifact of language; it does not 
imply a “seer” located at the center. There is no ontological or existential 
significance to the “I” as conceived by Harre Indeed, the circle representing the 
structure of experience inHarre’s theory is “empty.” According to Harre (1987): 

The structure [as represented in Fig. 4.11 can exist whether or not there is any being at the 
“centre” to which the concept of “self’ refers ... [T]he embedded “I” can be a 
common subject of predication injust the way a theoretical term in physics can. In this 
way the “self’ is very much like the concept of “gravity,” which serves to organize our 
experience with respect to structured and centered fields, while we can remain quite 
agnostic as to whether there is anything substantial occupying the “centres of gravity” 

... (p. 49-50) 

Thus, linguistic practices involving first-person pronouns are effective in creating 
an impression that all experiences of a person center around a common “point” of 
view and a point of action. 

As to identity, Harre (1983) distinguishes between the two senses ormeanings 
of “sameness” implied in the notion of identity: (1) the sameness of a property 
or quality in numerically distinct and different entities, and (2) the numerical 
identity implied in saying “this is the same person” (p. 204), and he tries to 
account for both. Harre (1983) also distinguishes clearly and sharply between the 
sense of identity (“how people experience their unique selfhood”), on the one 



Figure 4.1. Harre’s view of the “pencil” organization of the mind. Reproduced from Harre (1987), 
with permission. 
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hand, and the fact of personal identity (“what it is that makes a human being this 
or that particular person within a public-collectivecontext,” p. 203), on the other. 
He considers the fact of identity as well established, since not only humans but 
even chimpanzees seem to have no difficulty in treating each other differently. For 
Harre it seems equally obvious that most people have a strong sense of their 
personal identity. “What ... are the origins ofthis strong sense of identity?” asks 
Harre “I propose to show,” he answers, “that the best hypothesis is that though 
the sense of identity is conceptually and logically distinct from the ybciofpersonal 
identity, nevertheless the former, in the course of human development, derives 
from the latter” (1983, p. 210; emphasis added). Acouple ofpages later in the same 
text, he adds that “a human being does not learn that he or she is a person by the 
empirical disclosure of an experientialfact. Personal identity is symbolic of social 
practices, not ofempirical experiences. Ithas the status ofa theory ” (Harre, 1983, 
p. 212; emphasis added). 

It is rather strange that, as clearly indicated by the above quotations, Harre 
sometimes considers personal identity to be a matter of fact and sometimes a 
theory. As to the empirical foundations of the fact of identity, he seems to have 
some doubts insofar as he says that “[ajdequate empirical studies of this matter 
have yet to be made” (1983, p. 210). As to the foundations ofthe theory ofpersonal 
identity, he stresses the view that sameness ofthe person is a strong and necessary 
presupposition, and provides various arguments to support the view. First, Harre 
(1983, p. 210) approvingly refers to Joseph Butler’s (1735/1975, in response to 
Locke) argument that memories presapposeidentity ofaperson. Second, he argues 
that (1983, p. 209) it is nonsensical to think that, in trying to answer the question 
“Who am I?” I could one day discover that 1 was someone else. For, he says, 
questioning one’s personal identity “undermines one ofthe very presuppositions 
that are required for first person utterances to make sense” (pp. 209-210,emphasis 
added). Harre’s constant vacillation between identity as fact versus theory, or 
discovery versus presupposition, reveals a major weakness in his solution to the 
problem of identity. 

Certain other difficulties in Harre ’ s views follow from his socza/construction - 
ist view ofthe self. He suggests, for instance, that a socially constructed self can¬ 
not be individually altered. According to Harre (1983), it is “... virtually impos¬ 
sible for [Western] people to acquire the genuinely Oriental selves they need to be 
adepts of Eastern religions” (p. 26). While I can appreciate the difficulty in 
adopting Yogic or Advaita Vedantic practices while living in a North American 
society, the “virtual impossibility ” of doing so seems exaggerated to me. Harre is 
apparently not unaware of the popularity in the West of “Eastern” practices 
designed to radically modify selfhood. Thus, while reviewing the literature on 
altered states of consciousness, he mentions that “[ajdepts of ‘altered states’ 
techniques talk of‘dissolving the self or sometimes ‘decentering experience’ ” 
(1983, p. 165). He concludes from his review ofthe literature that “[t]he ‘dissolu- 
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tion of self is a temporary cognitive incapacity, not at all to be confused with the 
selflessness of one who puts the interests or welfare of others before in his or her 
own. Justthis confusion ismuchin evidence infringe psychology” (1983, p. 165). 1 
am not sure whether this alleged confusion is the problem of the “fringe” 
psychologists, who are targets of Harre;s scom6 or Harre;s own. Granted that it 
is not very easy for Asians to assimilate in Western cultures, or for Westerners to 
successfully practice Eastern technologies ofthe self, but these are not impossible 
tasks as Harre;s would have us believe. Those who witness the East-Westultural 
exchange from close quarters could easily encounter concrete instances of success 
in bridging the hemispheric cultural gap, but those who assign such exchange to 
the “fringe” may be either unwilling or unable to encounter and recognize such 
instances. 


Overview of Contemporary Perspectives on Self-as-Knower 

The small number of studies examined above cannot be claimed to be 
representative ofthe entire range of contemporary perspectives on the relationship 
between cognition and the self. Nevertheless, they do give a flavor of some of 
the prominent trends of current thought. To help provide an overview of these 
trends, the following questions may be asked: How is the self-as-knower concep¬ 
tualized in cognitive psychological terms? How can it be studied? Does the self-as- 
knower account for identity, i.e., unity and sameness of selfhood? Whatever its 
nature, what can we do with it? 

Greenwald and Pratkanis are among the very few psychologists today who 
have explicitly addressed the question of the self-as-knower at a metatheoretical 
level. They view the self-as-knower in terms of (1) existing cognitive structures 
that direct the individual’s information processing, and (2) the ongoing cognitive 
processes. This makes sense insofar as my current cognitive schema are the 
means I have at my disposal in getting to know the world. They are the glasses 
through which I see the world. My current assumptions and beliefs serve as 
prototypes with which I compare new ideas in assessing their truth value. As 
Piaget’s work shows, my cognitive processes (concrete or formal operations and 
the like) keep evolving, so that my ways ofusing the existing cognitive structures 
also change from time to time. 

Cognitive structures are not open to direct observation. However, as Piaget 
and other cognitive psychologists have shown, their existence can be confidently 
inferred, and their features can be reliably described, on the basis of fairly simple 
observations of verbal and nonverbal behaviors. Most such methods are devised 
for the experimenters to study cognitive structures and processes in others, rather 
than themselves. Greenwald and Pratkanis have rightly noted that the ongoing 
cognitive processes are not easily observable either. This is an old observation. The 
rapidity ofthe thinking processes poses a major difficulty in studying the self-as- 
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knower in action. William James noted this difficulty at the dawn of modem 
psychology, In the early part of this century, the introspectionists of Wurzburg 
tried to train subjects in watching their own thought processes while solving simple 
problems in arithmetic or logical reasoning. However, the controversies surround¬ 
ing their findings and methods led J. B. Watson to conclude that introspectionist 
methods were incurably unreliable. Despite the revival of interest in introspective 
studies of consciousness in recent years (Pope & Singer, 1978), cognitive pro¬ 
cesses are generally recognized by most contemporary psychologists as directly 
unobservable. 

This is an issue where the traditional Indian perspective is quite different. 
Ancient yogis devised a different way of coping with the problem of the rapidity of 
thought processes: try to slow down and attenuate thought processes. Husserl tried 
to do something similar in early decades of the 20th century. I have compared the 
yogic and Husserlian approaches elsewhere (Paranjpe & Hanson, 1988), and it is 
not necessary to repeat that discussion here. However, Husserl himself abandoned 
his meditative phenomenology in favor of interpretive phenomenology. The per¬ 
sistent lack of interest in the West in the manipulation of ones’s own mental 
processes, along with a reluctance to accept the evidence of experiential states 
obtained through successful meditative practices, presents a major problem in 
East-Westdialogue on issues such as the self-as-knower and the transcendental 
Selfbeyond it. I shall return to this broader issue in the last chapter ofthis volume. 

As to the sameness ofthe self-as-knower, contemporary approaches are clear 
and unequivocal. If we follow Greenwald and Pratkanis in considering existing 
cognitive structures that direct information processing to be the self-as-knower, it 
must be open to continual change. First, as Piagetian studies show, the cognitive 
structures and processes evolve according to a pattern of growth guided by a 
biological timetable for maturation. Second, as the world around us changes, we 
must appropriately change (“accommodate”) our ways of knowing or else stag¬ 
nate and be ineffective in dealing with the environment. A changing self-as- 
knower cannot itself account for selfsameness in a person. Advaita Vedantists 
explicitly recognize this, and as we shall see, suggest a transcognitive center of 
experience as the basis for selfsameness of personhood. 

Turning now to the issue of what we can do with the self-as-knower, we may 
note that among the cognitive constructionist perspectives examined earlier in this 
chapter, Kelly’s approach is the most strongly applied in orientation. Kelly is one 
of the pioneers in developing therapeutic techniques for the reconstruction of not 
only one’s self-image, or self-as-known, but also of the cognitive constructs 
involved in appraising all kinds ofobjects, implying the self-as-knower. In abroad 
sense, the self-as-knower is open to modification through a variety of means- 
such as education, therapy, or even propaganda-designed to bring about changes 
in our cognitive contents and structures. Applications of Kellyian techniques, like 
those of most other Western models, aim at the restoration of normality among 
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persons who see themselves to be deficient in coping with problems in life or those 
who are medically diagnosed as “patients” in need of therapy. Such applications 
are clearly much needed in every society in the East as well as the West. The 
approach called the “path of knowledge” (jnana marga) that developed in India 
is also a “therapeutic” device, except that it, is aimed not at the removal of 
pathologies or deficiencies, but at a radical removal ofsuffering and the attainment 
of extraordinary levels of inner contentment and bliss. In the remainder of this 
chapter, 1 shall discuss the Advaita Vedantic search for a transcendental, transcog- 
nitive basis for identity in the language and metaphor of constructivist cognitive 
psychology and psychotherapy. 


The Self Beyond Cognition: Cognitive Deconstruction 
of the Ego in Advaita Vedantic Meditation 

As noted in Chapter 3, it is the embodied person (jiva) that is the knower, 
agent, and enjoyer/sufferer in Advaita Vedanta. Radhakrishnan (1948/1973) ex¬ 
plains that, according to Sankara, aperson’s understanding ofoneselfas a knower - 
agent-enjoyeris “constructed out of ignorance” (avidyakalpita) (p. 355).7 In 
Advaita Vedanta, the self-as-knower is both constructor and constructed. In the 
process or construction, there is misattribution ofpermanence and selfsameness of 
the Self onto the ego, and at the same time, sickness, tiredness, and other such 
transitory qualities of the body are mistakenly attributed to the unchanging Self. 
Advaita Vedanta suggests a method ofcritical self-examination for the removal of 
this error of double misattribution (adhyasa). The successful practice of this 
method is said to lead to the direct experience of the Self in its natural state of 
Being. In my view, the Advaita Vedantic method ofmeditation is interpretable in 
the contemporary idiom as a form of cognitive “deconstruction” of the ego. To 
help deepen the understanding ofthe Advaita Vedantic views of self and identity, 
it is necessary to first clarify some of its basic concepts and related issues in the 
language and idiom of contemporary psychology. 

The Advaita Vedantic View of Cognition, Knowledge, 
and the Knower 

The Sanskrit term jnana is usually translated as knowledge in English, but 
this is not quite accurate; also, there is no exact Sanskrit equivalent of the term 
cognition, as it is used in psychology today. Unlike the term knowledge, which 
generally implies veridical cognition, jnana does not always imply veridicality. 
As noted by D. M. Datta (1932/1972, p. 19), the word jnana stands for all kinds 
of cognition, irrespective of whether it is true (yathartha) or false (mithyd) The 
Sanskrit term prama means valid cognition, and pramatr means the “knower” 
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who tries to obtain valid cognition. Pramana is the source that “causes” (i.e., 
brings about) knowledge, orvalidates the cognition. While in the Western tradition 
perception and inference, or experience and reason, are widely recognized as the 
two sources of knowledge, in India six sources are commonly recognized. They 
are, as noted in the previous chapter, direct perception, inference, verbal testimony, 
comparison, nonperception, and postulation. We need not discuss the nature and 
epistemological significance ofallthe six sources here. We need to focus mainly on 
direct perception (pratyaksa) and postulation, since these are more relevant for our 
purpose than others. 

Most schools of Indian thought consider knowledge (jnana) to be a kind of 
relationship between the knower (jnatr, pramatr) and the known (jneya, pra- 
meya). The Advaita Vedanta also considers such tripartite division (tripuff) as 
central to their conceptual analysis. However, unlike some other systems, the 
Advaitists hold that each component is but a differentiated aspect of the same 
ubiquitous Brahman. While in the fourth state of consciousness, the Brahman is 
experienced in its undifferentiated form, in the wakeful state its all-pervasive 
“conscious stuff’ (caitanya) manifests differentially as the knower (pramatr) 
knowledge (prama), and the object of knowledge (prameya). It is only an individ¬ 
uated and embodied consciousness that can be a knower, not the undifferentiated 
pure consciousness. Although Brahman is sometimes considered to be the Truth 
(satyam) or Knowledge Incarnate (jnanam), such expression implies knowledge in 
the “higher” form (para vidya), not in the ordinary or empirical form (apara 
vidya), While the higher knowledge istranscognitive andnonsensory, the ordinary 
or empirical knowledge must depend on the various sensory and cognitive pro¬ 
cesses of a living body functioning in an attentive mode. 

Sankara (1980, 1.1.1) lists a set of conditions without which a knower cannot 
function: (1) the senses based in a body, (2) an ego that is identified with the body 
and is in possession and control ofthe sensory functions, and (3) the ego’s attention 
to, and involvement in, what is going on around itself. For knowledge to be 
possible at all, all these enabling conditions, or “adjuncts” (upadhi), are essential. 
All these adjuncts belong to the material (jada) world; by their very nature they are 
impermanent and lack the luminosity or illuminating character of consciousness. 
As such, the ego, as knower, must borrow the illuminating power from the Atman, 
which is unchanging (nitya), conscious (caitanyamaya), and self-illuminating 
(svavamprakdsa). Despite its self-illuminating character, the Atman cannot itself 
be a knower ofobjects in the world. This is because being uninvolved ( asahga ) and 
passive (akartr), the Atman cannot “reach out to the world,” so to speak, and 
use the various psychophysical means such as the senses and the intellect needed to 
obtain knowledge. A sense of egoism and a degree of identification with the 
body, senses, mind, intellect, and other adjuncts are indispensable for the possi¬ 
bility of empirical knowledge. Thus, in Siddhdntabindu, Madhusuana Sarasvatf 
insists that the empirical knower (pramatr) is the ego that acts, enjoys, and suffers, 
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not the unattached and unchanging Atman 8 (see Abhyankar, 1928/1962, p. 19). 
Advaita Vedanta clearly accepts an epistemic dualism. Knowledge at the lower, 
practical, day-to-day level is viewed as the territory ofthe embodied ego involved 
with events in the surrounding world, while the higher form ofknowledge is said to 
be experienced by the unattached, transcendental Atman. 

According to the Advaita Vedanta, the sense of “I” simultaneously manifests 
the diametrically opposed properties ofthe transcendental Atman on the one hand 
and ofthe empirical ego enmeshed in the world on the other. While the “I” derives 
the sense ofpermanence and illuminating character ofconsciousness from the Self 
(Atman), it also manifests the continually changing features ofthe body as well as 
its cognitive capacities, structures, contents, and processes. Sankara (1980, 1.1.1) 
points out that in our sense of “I” there is a mutual superimposition (adhyasa) of 
the characteristics of the Atman-Brahman and the ego onto each other. Thus, the 
Self, although unchanging and blissful in nature, appears to be sometimes happy 
and sometimes sad, dejected, frustrated, or whatever the ego interprets itselftofeel 
in the continually changing circumstances. On the other hand, the many changing 
selves appear to be one and the same “I” because of misattribution to them of 
permanence and undivided character ofthe Self, i.e., Atman-Brahman. In either 
case, something appears to be what it is not (see Mahadevan, 1985). 

Advaita Vedantists use the term adhyasa, meaning superimposition, to desig¬ 
nate the misattribution of the properties of the single, unchanging Self onto the 
many changing selves. This constitutes the “fundamental attributional error,” to 
use an expression popular in contemporary social psychology. Superimposition 
involves an error because of the appearance of one as having the attributes of 
another. According to Sankara, this error is generalized and pervasive: the multi¬ 
plicity of forms and objects in the entire universe appear to be different despite 
being the same as one single undivided Brahman, even as multiple selves appear as 
one and the same “I”. To help understand the superimposition ofthe properties 
ofthe one and the many, Advaita Vedantists use the metaphor of one and the same 
sun appearing to be many different suns, as it were, when reflected in countless 
ripples of water. The sun appears to be many, which it is not, and the ripples appear 
to be luminous, although they are not. According to Advaita Vedanta, this funda¬ 
mental attributional error limits human knowledge to such an extent that the whole 
of humanity is believed to suffer from a “grand illusion” (maya), or nescience 
(avidya, or “ignorance”). I think that the meaning and implications ofthe ideas of 
maya and avidya can best be understood in the light of the “constructionist” 
implications of Advaita Vedanta. 


The Advaita Vedanta and the Constructivist View of Knowledge 

Contemporary constructivism and constructionism ofPiaget (1954), Berger 
andLuckmann (1966), Kelly (1955), Goodman (1978), and others offers a rela¬ 
tively new perspective on the nature ofknowledge, and I have not yet come across 
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any writings pointing out its parallels in Indian thought. In my view, the Advaita 
Vedanta has some important constructivist implications that deserve to be dis¬ 
cussed here in some detail. The most important in this regard is the fundamental 
Advaita Vedantic idea ofthe constructed (kalpita) nature ofthe phenomenal world. 
The term kalpita is derived from the verb klrip, which is the common root of a set 
of concepts- samkalpa, vikalpa, savikalpa, and nirvikalpa- that have a crucial 
place in Indian thought in general, and in the Advaita Vedanta in particular. In the 
traditional Sanskrit way of writing, a great deal of attention is paid to the etymol¬ 
ogy ofthe words, and technical terms are coined with more critical and meticulous 
attention to the shades of meaning than is common in English. Against this 
background, it will be useful to examine what the above-mentioned set of terms 
means, although such analysis might sound overly punctilious or even inane to 
those accustomed to the Western styles of scholarship. 

The Monier-Williams Dictionary lists the following among the meanings of 
the verb klrip: to frame, form, invent, compose, arrange, or imagine. By adding the 
prefix sam to this root, we get the verb that means “to put together, think about, 
ponder, wish or determine,” while the prefix vi obtains “to fashion, contrive or 
combine, conjecture, orimagine in various ways,” or “doubt, waver, or hesitate.” 
In general, the prefix sam which is the Sanskrit equivalent to the Latin com or co 
and Greek sym, conveys similarity ortogethemess, while vi conveys dissimilarity 
and seperateness. 9 As such, the terms samkapa and vikcilpa mean “thinking 
together or in various ways,” or “engaging in synthesis and analysis”; they almost 
exactly convey what contemporary psychology refers to as cognitive “integra¬ 
tion” and “differentiation.” This would explain why the mind (manas) is defined 
as that which is engaged in samkalpa and vikalpa, i.e., in putting similar things 
together and telling dissimilar ones apart, and in construing, doubting, deciding, 
and so on. We see distinct shades here of what may be called in Kantian terms the 
synthetic and analytic functions of reason, integration and differentiation in 
Piagetian terms, or construal of categories as understood in George Kelly’s 
psychology. In Indian philosophy, the terms nirvikalpa and savikalpa have been 
used to describe two distinct forms of perception. It is common in most schools of 
Indian thought to describe perception and cognition (samjndna) among babies as 
nirvikalpa pratyaksa, meaning that infants do not have the ability to perceive 
diversity or distinction, or to construe or imagine. In other words, individuals 
develop the ability to make meaningful distinctions, construe, and imagine (savi- 
kalpa pratyaksa), i.e., the capacity to “reason,” as they grow up. 10 In Advaita 
Vedanta, however, the terms savikalpa and nirvikalpa have acquired a special 
meaning. They are used as adjectives to describe two distinct types of altered 
states of consciousness (samddhi) which are characterized and noncharacterized 
by the distinction between knower and known, respectively. The overall thrust of 
Advaita Vedanta is to attain a state of nirvikalpa samddhi, which is devoid ofthe 
knower - known distinction. 

Against the background ofthe analysis ofthe terms derived from the verb klrip, 
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the Advaita Vedantic approach may be understood in a constructivist terminology 
as follows: By its very nature the human mind tends to organize experience in 
terms of similarity and differences in what is perceived, and to construe, think, 
wish, imagine, doubt, choose, and determine in terms of such organization of 
experience. Although the perceptual and cognitive functions lack differentiation 
during infancy, they develop as the individual grows up. With the help of the 
various cognitive functions, the individual constructs an image ofthe world around 
and assigns a place for him- or herself within it. The result is an ego that is wrapped 
up within a world image ofits own making. It is in this sense that, I think, Sankara 
(1921, Stanza 13 7) compares the person to a moth wrapped up in its own cocoon. A 
way out of this trap is to carefully examine the various constructs with which the 
self is ordinarily identified while keeping in mind that the true Self is unchanging, 
and that identifying oneself with the variety of continually changing constructs is 
ultimately erroneous. 

The Imperfect Ego as a Knower in a Sea of “Ignorance” 

As noted in the previous chapter, Sankara’s term avidya is a technical term 
that suggests the incompleteness and imperfection of all empirical knowledge in 
contrast to the “higher knowledge” claimed to be attainable in the transcognitive 
fourth state of consciousness. Avidya does not imply the many pejorative conno¬ 
tations ofthe term ignorant, such as illiterate, unlettered, untutored, unlearned, or 
lacking in intelligence. In Advaita Vedanta the incompleteness of empirical 
knowledge is attributed to the imperfections ofthe enabling conditions or cogni¬ 
tive apparatus of all human beings, including the most gifted. 

We may pause here to compare Sankara’s view of the incompleteness of 
empirical knowledge with Piaget’s views discussed earlier in this chapter. We 
may recall that according to Piaget, human knowledge is forever incomplete and 
revisable because our cognitive structures, which are necessary for knowing 
anything at any time, are always “in the making” and never perfected. Piaget 
considers his views about the perpetual revisability of knowledge as consistent 
with Godel’s theorem of incompleteness. 1 consider the Piagetian idea of the 
perpetual revisability ofknowledge as consistent with Quine’s idea that in science 
no proposition is immune from revision. Indeed, Piaget repeatedly refers to 
Godel's theorem in explaining andjustifying his view ofknowledge as perpetually 
evolving. It is my impression that Sankara’s view of the incompleteness of all 
human knowledge is essentially compatible with the views of Godel, Piaget, and 
Quine, although each of them formulates his views differently and on differing 
bases. If in the Piagetian sense scientific progress implies merely going from 
weaker to stronger systems ofknowledge, but never to the state of perfection, 
then according to Advaita Vedanta, all that the sciences do is to reduce the level of 
our perpetual “ignorance.” 
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1 think it is in this sense that Sankara (1980,1.1.1) insists that all forms of know¬ 
ing, along with the various means of validation (pramana) used in the various 
sciences (sastrani) lie within the domain of avidya or nescience. Yet by no means 
does he consider the sciences as worthless. The Isa Upanisad (#ll) u clearly 
recommendsthat one should pursue both, vidya as well as avidya saying that 
pursuing just one without the other could lead us to darkness. Although all the 
sciences are bound to be forever imperfect, we need them to carry ourselves 
through the mundane world or the practical reality. This is the field in which the 
self-as-knower, or the ego, must work. It must face the challenges of the changing 
world with the help of the less-than-perfect means at its disposal to obtain 
empirical knowledge. 

What is the nature of this self-as-knower and how does it acquire empirical 
knowledge of the surrounding world? The Advaita Vedantic texts provide a 
complex model of the same. Let me draw a composite sketch of the Advaita 
Vedantic views of this model with the help of S. N. Dasgupta’s overview of 
Sankara’s school of Advaita Vedanta. The Advaita Vedanta assigns the tasks of 
perception, cognition, recollection, and others to an entity conceived as the “inner 
instrument” (antahkarana). As noted in the previous chapter, the inner instrument 
includes the mind (manas) manifesting attentivity, the intellect (buddhi) meaning 
the capacity for determination and ascertainment, and citta, a storehouse of past 
impressions and memories. The inner instrument is a crucial aspect ofthe embod¬ 
ied person that coordinates the functions of the senses and the body while in 
constant interaction with events within the body and its surroundings. The inner 
instrument is said to “reach out” to objects in the environment through the senses, 
and to become transformed into their shapes, so to speak. The inner instrument is 
constantly undergoing modifications, depending on the objects it reaches out to, 
and it tries to “know” them by itselfbeing transformed into their shapes. Although 
this view of the self-as-knower might sound somewhat arcane, its conception of 
human cognition need not sound entirely outlandish or outdated. Thus, the idea of 
the inner instrument being modified in the shape ofthe objects resonates with the 
Gestalt notion of isomorphism, meaning that perceptual experience is shaped by 
the structure of the brain functions. Also, the notion of the “reaching out” of the 
inner instrument is suggestive of K. R. Popper’s metaphor that knowing is like 
throwing a searchlight on an object; one reaches out to objects, as it were, looking 
for things that one expects to find, or for data that make sense in light of 
preconceivedtheovies, andhypotheses (see Popper, 1979, pp. 341-361)Atany rate, 
an aspect of the Advaita Vedantic view of the inner instrument that is not 
compatible with Western conceptions is the idea that the inner instrument reflects 
pure consciousness (cit) of the Atman, and gets to know the world owing to its 
capacity to “illuminate.” 

According to the Advaita Vedanta truth orreality is self-luminous (svayam- 
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prakasa). Dasgupta (1922/1975, Vol. 1) explains the idea of self-luminosity as the 
“capacity ofbeing everpresent in all our acts of consciousness without in any way 
being an object of consciousness” (p. 474). It involves “pure consciousness” of 
the self-as-subject where the infinite regress (anavastha )ofthe “consciousness of 
consciousness” comes to an end. We may recall here Hilgard’s metaphor, men¬ 
tioned earlier in this chapter, of the reflection of images in a barber shop as an 
analogy of the self taking a look at itself taking a look at itself ... ad infinitum. 
American psychologists of the early 20th century had encountered this problem 
inherent in the self-reflective nature of consciousness. Some of them abandoned 
the notion ofconsciousness altogether because ofthe apparently intractable nature 
of the infinite regress in conceiving of consciousness of consciousness. By sharp 
contrast, the Advaita Vedantists suggest a way out ofthis problem by conceiving of 
pure consciousness to be devoid ofthe subject-object split typical of ordinary 
states of consciousness. In their view, pure consciousness (cit) is a distinctive 
feature of Atman -Brahman, which is said to be ubiquitous and provides the 
bedrock on which awareness of each living being rests. As to how this single 
ubiquitous, undivided, pure consciousness gave rise to the distinct individual 
awareness ofcountless living beings isamystery, andAdvaita Vedantists referto it 
as mciva, the primordial illusion. According to some (but not all) ofthe Advaitist 
philosophers, pure consciousness ofthe universe as a whole is said to be reflected 
in each individual being. Consciousness then appears in different individualized 
forms like the countless ripples reflecting the shared brilliance of the single sun. 
The illuminating power of each ripple is not the same, as it is limited by its size, 
position, the relative impurity of the water, and similar other limiting features. 
Likewise, the consciousness ofeach individual living being (jiva) is limited by the 
nature ofthe sensory and cognitive apparatus it has at its disposal to become aware 
of, and to know, the world. 

COGNITION AND THE MEANS OF ITS VALIDATION 

According to the Advaita Vedanta, the long journey toward enlightenment 
must begin from within the domain of avidya or nescience, since nescience is 
natural to human beings at birth. This idea is in tune with William James’s oft- 
quoted phrase that at birth a babe faces merely a “booming and buzzing mass of 
confusion.” It is inevitable that development of knowledge starts with the 
sensory-motor equipment provided by nature at the time of birth. Sankara (1980, 
1.1.1) likens humans with animals in being born with a particular set of sensory 
capacities and in being subject to the lure ofrewards and aversion to punishments. 
Most Advaita Vedantists seem to implicitly agree with the view expressed by some 
thinkers of the Mimamsa school that babies, like animals, are capable of only an 
indeterminate form ofperception. 12 In this primitive form of perception, called 
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nirvikalpaka pratyaksa there is only an unanalyzed, uninterpreted, and unmean¬ 
ing sensory experience (see Datta, 193211972, p. 97). In Vedanta Paribhasa, a 
highly acclaimed work on Advaita Vedantic epistemology, Dharmaraja (1972) 
starts his discussion of the nature of perception (pratyaksa) by distinguishing 
between the indeterminate and determinate forms of perception. 13 

According to the Advaita Vedanta the determinate form ofperception differs 
from the indeterminate form in that in the determinate variety, names, universal 
characteristics shared by the objects with those in its class, adjectives describing 
specific or distinguishing features of the objects, and the like are added to what 
is given in sensory experience. While in the indeterminate form (or “stage”) of 
perception one is only aware ofthe existence (sanmatram) ofan object without its 
context and relations, in the determinate stage the relational and contextual 
meanings are added. As noted earlier, the term savikalpa means “with analytical 
judgment and cognitive construal.” As such, savikalpaka pratyaksa implies per¬ 
ception combined with cognitive construction, analysis, and differentiation. 

To put it in the context of Western views discussed in Chapter 1, the more 
primitive indeterminate perception can be said to account for what is “given in 
experience,” while the more complex determinate perception includes what is 
“added by the mind.” At any rate, these two forms of perception (pratyaksa) 
together constitute but one ofthe six means to knowledge (prama) espoused by the 
Advaita Vedantists The other five means are: (1) inference, (2) verbal testimony, 
(3) comparison, (4) nonperception, and (5) postulation. Without going into this 
list in detail, it may be noted that all five sources involve what is “added by the 
mind” rather than what is directly given in experience. Nonperception (an- 
upalabdhi) presents a particularly interesting case, because it implies the kind of 
knowledge that is obtained when one is convinced about a proposition such as: 
“there is no pot now on the ground.” Thus, at times, we “know” something with 
certainty by the very absence of that something from what is given in experience. 
As noted by Datta (1932/1972), by “postulation” (arthapatii) the Advaita Vedan¬ 
tists mean “the assumption, supposition, or postulation of a fact (artha = fact; 
apatti = kalpana= supposition)” (p. 237). Modem psychology shows how human 
beings learn to “postulate” the continued existence of objects from their absence 
in direct experience ofthe moment. Piaget’s studies have shown, for instance, that 
babies begin to first recognize and then actively search for vanished objects such as 
toys at the age of about 8 months (Piaget, 1954). The baby’s searching behavior 
shows that she implicitly assumes the continued existence ofthe missing toy in the 
absence of any evidence of its existence in her current experience. This is as if 
babies learn to know the world by implicit “postulation” of facts, as the Advaita 
Vedantists would call it. Indeed, Piaget (1954, p. 105) attributes the child’s mastery 
of object permanence to the “constructive deduction ”- an expression that reso - 
nates the Advaita Vedantic notion ofpostulation. By giving clear analysis of, and in 
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attaching importance to, nonperception and postulation as means to knowledge, 
Advaita Vedanta clearly adopts a constructivist approach. According to this 
approach, knowing often involves going “beyond the information given,”as 
Jerome Bruner (1973) puts it. 

Indeed, Advaita Vedantic texts provide a detailed analysis of cognitive con¬ 
struction, particularly of assumption and postulation. In Vedanta Paribhasa 
for instance, Dharamraja (1972, Ch. V) gives the following examples ofknowing 
by means of assumption or postulation: (1) When someone utters only the word 
“door” and nothing more, from the context I know for sure that she means “shut 
the door.” (2) When we see that someone is growing fat day by day but claims to 
be fasting and is also not seen eating during the day, we safely conclude that he 
must be eating during the night. In the former example, the mind assumes that the 
word “shut” was intended although not heard, and thereby fills the gaps in 
perceptual experience. Modem psychology provides empirical evidence of the 
phenomenon of filling the gaps that often appear in perceptual experience. An 
example from Gestalt psychology relates to the commonplace observation that a 
broken contour of a circle is almost always recognized as a circle despite many 
gaps in it. In Dharamraja’s example ofthe person growing fat, one postulates the 
cause of the increasing weight despite the lack of evidence of eating by direct 
observation. In such instances, we tend to depend on circumstantial evidence. In 
postulation, says Dharmaraja (1972, p. 122), one says “thereby 1 imagine or 
construe thus and such” (anena idam kalpayami). To put it in a broader context, 
knowing involves apostulation ofentities orprinciples by projecting beyond what 
is given in experience. This is precisely what scientists do in postulating entities 
like electrons and black holes, or the square root of minus one, despite the lack of 
supporting evidence by direct observation. Hume was correct in pointing out that 
principles such as causality are added by the mind; causes are not given in direct 
experience. 

The constructivist implications ofthe Advaita Vedantic view should now be 
clear. Human cognition is fundamentally a constructive activity; what we claim to 
know often depends in great part on what is supplied by a construing and reasoning 
mind. Reality, as we know it, is largely a matter of construction. The Advaita 
Vedantic notion ofthe self-as-knower is clearly that ofa constructor ofreality, who 
relies on a variety of criteria of validation of which sensory experience is but a 
small part. Here once again we may recall Sankara’s famous metaphor of the 
Jiva as a moth lying in a cocoon of its own fabrication; we are all trapped in a world 
of our own making. 


Knowledge as an End and as a Means 

Badarayana’s Vedanta aphorisms begin with the following declaration: 
“Now, therefore, the desire to know Brahman.” 14 The knowledge of Brahman is 
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the raison d’etre ofVedanta; in other words, knowledge is the goal in itself, notjust 
a means. The Bhagavad-GTta (4.38) declares that nothing on earth is as pure or as 
sacred as knowledge. 15 Moreover, Brahman is itself the Truth, Knowledge, and 
Infinity (satyam jnanmanantam brahma). 16 According to the Katha Upanisad 
(2.14), knowledge of the Brahman is beyond the consideration of what is right 
and what is not right, beyond what is done and what is not done, and beyond past, 
present, and future. In explicitly placing the pursuit of knowledge beyond the 
consideration of right and wrong, the Upanisads almost outdo the dispassionate 
spirit of Greek theoria or the valuation of “knowledge for its own sake” so highly 
adulated by Husserl. Nevertheless, in the Indian tradition, a sophistic, purely 
“academic” and apparently aimless pursuit of learning has often been shunned. 
The Katha Upanisad (2.5), for instance, derides the self-proclaimed 
scholars by likening them to blind men led by a blind man. Moreover, what is 
valued most is not the empirical knowledge ofthe world ofobjects that could help 
attain mastery over nature, but the knowledge of the Self (svarupajnanam). 

Regardless ofthe fact that most Advaita Vedantists consider knowledge as an 
end in itself, there are occasional references in Vedantic literature where it is 
viewed also as a means to an end. Dharmaraja for instance, clearly states that the 
attainment of highest bliss and the removal of suffering are the twin goals of 
Advaita Vedanta, 17 although Sankara seems to downplay the role ofblissfulness of 
Brahman as an incentive for attaining the knowledge of Brahman. As is common in 
Indian thought in general, and in Sankhya and Buddhism in particular, suffering is 
viewed as the problem of greatest concern. (We shall deal with the Sankhya views 
on the nature of suffering and its eradication in the next chapter.) As noted in the 
previous chapter, one ofthe most dominant themes ofthe Indian culture is the view 
that an excess of suffering over pleasure is the invariable outcome ofthe perpetual 
cycle of karma and its consequences, and release (moksa) from it is considered 
to be the highest goal of life. Suresvara (1980), a direct disciple of Sankara, for 
instance, begins his well-known work, Naiskarmya-Siddhi, with the observation 
that the attempt to rid oneself of suffering is a tendency common to all creatures, 
ranging from the creator Brahma down to a tuft of grass. 18 As noted in the previous 
chapter, intense desire for the release from the miserable karmic cycle (mumuksa) 
is, after all, one ofthe basic prerequisites for anyone who wishes to embark on the 
Advaita Vedantic path. 

A related idea espoused by many but not all Vedantists is the notion that 
knowledge is the only means to the release from suffering. It has been stressed by 
some Vedantists to the point that the phrase “jhariadeva tu kaivalyam, ” which 
means that release can be attained only through knowledge, has become a cliche. A 
possible reason for the extraordinary emphasis on knowledge in the Vedantic 
doctrines is the debate with the rival school ofMTmamsa, which holds that action 
(karma), especially in the form of rituals enjoined by the Vedas, is the means to 
release. Sankara’s (1921) preference for knowledge over action is expressed in 
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Vivekacudamani (verse #11), where he asserts that not even a million actions can 
lead to release. In post-Sankara Advaita Vedanta, the relative merits of knowl¬ 
edge versus action in the attainment of release were hotly debated between the 
followers ofMandna Mis'ra who proposed that a combination of knowledge and 
action (jnana-karma samuccaya) is the best way to attain release, and the 
followers of Suresvara and others, who insisted that knowledge is the only means. 

Here, we need not discuss the debate between Bhamati and Vivarana 
schools 19 of Advaita Vedanta over the relative merits of only knowledge versus 
knowledge-combined-with-action as means to release (see Suryanarayana Sastri, 

1941/1961) . 20 In this chapter, we need to consider only those issues that bear on the 
nature of the Self in relation to cognition and knowledge. The ambiguous usage of 
the termjnana for knowledge is problematic in this context. Knowledge as an end 
implies transcendental knowledge (para vidva) experienced in the fourth state of 
consciousness (turiyaavastha) and not empirical knowledge (apara vidya) attain¬ 
able through the various processes of cognition. Sankara’s view, which states that 
in order to attain the knowledge of the Self, one need not do anything, for 
knowledge, as conceived ofin this context, is a state, not aprocess, is important in 
this context. Moreover, knowledge is the natural state ofthe Self; as noted above, 
the very nature of Atman-Brahmanis said to be Truth, Knowledge, and Infinity. 
Therefore, in order to be released, one’s Being is simply to be discovered. Self- 
knowledge is said to be fundamentally different from empirical knowledge. Self- 
knowledge implies the awareness of that which one is, has been, and always will 
be, and as such, it must manifest itself as soon as misconceptions about selfhood 
are removed. By contrast, knowledge of objects (including that ofthe Jamesian 
self-as-object) must be attained through the processes of cognitive construction 
and validation and continually be revised in light of continual changes in the 
knower and the known. In Naiskarmya-siddhi (1.53), Suresvara (1980, p. 33) 
argues that release is not something to be created, attained, processed, or changed 
by means of action. If so, why should anyone bother with the program of action 
outlined by Advaita Vedanta in the form oflistening, reflecting, and contemplating 
recommended as the path of knowledge (jndna marga) leading to release? 

An answer to this question can be found in some of Sankara’s writings. 
Sankara (1921,11) explains that the purpose of a recommended course of action is 
merely to clear up one’s mind; learning and contemplating the principles of 
Advaita Vedanta are merely a secondary means for the attainment ofrelease. If so, 
why did Sankara go to such great lengths in refuting rival schools of thought and 
establishing the merits of Advaita Vedanta in volume after volume ofdiscussion? 
The answer is, it seems to me, that the purpose ofthe Advaita Vedantic polemics 
against the more fallible doctrines is to help clear up the possible sources of 
confusion. All the arguments and detailed explanation ofdoctrines have no greater 
function than pointing the way. Verbal expression, including the most lucid and 
comprehensive exposition of Advaita Vedanta, cannot in and of itself lead one to 
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the experience of the Atman-Brahman, which is, after all, beyond words. The 
primary justification of the enterprise of scholarship, polemics, study, contempla¬ 
tion, and so on is that it serves to dispel avidya or “ignorance,” which is, after all, 
the common condition of human beings from birth. 

The Nature of “Ignorance” and the Role of Meditation 
in Its Removal 

There is a difference of opinion among the subschools ofAdvaita Vedanta on 
the nature ofignorance (avidya) and the role of study and meditation in its removal. 
According to Vacaspati Misra, avidya resides in the jiva, the embodied person, 
and since there is a plurality ofindividualjivas there are differences in the form of 
ignorance in each individual (see Mahadevan, 1985, p. 29). As noted, Vacaspati’s 
Bhamati school prefers a combination ofknowledge and action in its removal. It 
also holds that merely listening to the Vedantic texts is not enough for attaining 
self-realization; continued meditation (prasamkhvana) is essential. On these mat¬ 
ters, the Vivarana school 21 disagrees with the Bhamati school. As to the importance 
of meditation, the following observation may be made: Mere listening to the 
doctrines of Advaita Vedanta, or studying them in an impersonal and academic 
way, often seems to lead to mere scholarship (pandityam) and not necessarily to 
the annihilation ofignorance and to the resultant divesting of the ego of its power 
over the individual’s life. The removal of the veil of misconstrued notions of the 
selfmust open up an inner source ofinfinite bliss for the individual. Ifthis happens, 
then there should be no need for the individual to yearn for objects of enjoyment 
and to guard and preserve them for one’s own use. This in turn should manifest in 
the diminution of egoism and the increase in selfless and compassionate behavior 
toward others. 

The main point here is that Self-knowledge (svarupajnanam or dtma saksat 
kara) 22 as understood in Advaita Vedanta is not a matter of impersonal mastery of 
the theory ofselfhood. Itinvolves a direct realization ofone’s inner Being attained 
through a deeply personal quest that radically transforms the inquirer inside and 
out. In addition to critical study of the doctrines of Advaita Vedanta it involves 
contemplation, or “meditation” as the process is commonly called. From the 
ancient Upanisads to modem times, Vedantists have recommended a process of 
studying, reflection, and contemplation (sravana, manana, nididhyasana) as steps 
to take for attaining self-realization. This process was outlined in general terms in 
the previous chapter. Here, 1 shall try first to describe it in the technical terms 
used in several Advaita Vedantic texts, and then to interpret it in the language and 
idiom of cognitive psychology and hermeneutics. 

Most Vedantic texts offer a clear and unanimous account of what is involved 
in meditation (prasamkhvana) regardless of their differing views on its relative 
importance and efficacy in leading to self-realization. Meditation as recommended 
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by Advaita Vedantic texts involves primarily manana and nididhyasana, i.e., 
repeated reflection and deep contemplation, of the fundamental doctrines of 
Advaita Vedanta. 23 Meditation is alternatively referred to as dhydna or updsana. In 
Naiskarmya-siddhi (3.90), Suresvara( 1980) describes meditation (prasamkhydna) 
as the repeated attempt to understand the meaning of sentences like “Thou art 
that” by means of reasoning according the method of agreement and difference. 24 
In his commentary on this statement, Jnanottama clarifies that the primary purpose 
ofthis rational activity is to dispel every possible misconstrued notion of selfhood 
by testing its agreement or disagreement with the meaning of one of the great 
sentences (mahdvdkyas), such as “Thou art that,” that asserts the identity of the 
Self or Atman with Brahman. 25 

To put it in the context of contemporary psychology, let us assume that one 
writes down an exhaustive self-description listing all kinds of sentences that come 
to mind. Then one begins examining each statement in light of the great sentence, 
“Thou artthat.” The meditator may follow Advaita Vedantictexts such as the Drg- 
drsya Vivekaand rule out every self-definition implying self-as-seen, i.e., self-as- 
object in Jamesian terms, as a false statement. This would eliminate all definitions 
ofthe self in terms ofpossessions, body, social roles, and attitudes and opinions as 
falsehoods in regard to the true Self, which is the pure subject. Another acid test for 
true or false would be to make a “wise discrimination” between the self and the 
nonself such that the true self is that which is permanent. According to this 
criterion, all the self-definitions that are already “abandoned selves,” as Erikson 
calls them, as well as the anticipated “future selves,” as Markus calls them, are to 
be abandoned as pseudoselves. For, that which is permanent must be valid in the 
past, present, as well as the future, and could neither be abandoned nor anticipated. 
\nPancadast( 1.37), Vidyaranya (1982) recommends that the method ofagreement 
and difference be applied systematically to examine all the five “sheaths” of the 
jlva, meaning the self-definitions relevant to every aspect of one’s personhood. 

Such an exercise appears deceptively simple; it would seem to be an appropri¬ 
ate exercise for an undergraduate psychology class. Yet it aims at nothing less than 
prying loose from its foundations a person’s deeply entrenched sense of ego- 
identity. The critical self-examination demanded by the Advaita Vedatic method 
requires pondering the nature of personal identity, which is a difficult notion that 
has eluded some of the mightiest intellectuals. Moreover, meditation is not an 
impersonal exercise to be engaged in purely in an intellectual manner; it is the 
most deeply personal inquiry that threatens the dearest and the most cherished 
aspects ofselfhood. What binds the individual to his orherfavorite self-definitions 
is investment of affect in “selfobjects,” as the ego-psychologists call them. 
Diluting the glue of intense love (or hatred) may not be easily accomplished by 
purely intellectual means. The Advaita Vedantic methodology does contain a 
solution for diluting the bonds of attachment, namely, the cultivation of dispas¬ 
sionateness or detachment. Dubbed as the “detachment with regard to gains in this 
or the otherworldly life” (ihamutra-phala-viraga), the cultivation of dispas- 
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sionateness is listed as the second of the four aids that the Advaita Vedanta wants 
aspirants to self-realization to acquire (see Chapter 3, this volume). For most 
aspirants, this is not a very easy “aid” to acquire in a hurry on the way to self- 
realization. The cultivation of detachment requires a fair bit of work by way ofthe 
modification of how on sfeels about various things in life. And this kind of work 
cannot be merely intellectual. That is why some Vedantists recommend combining 
the “path ofknowledge” with the “path of devotion” (bhaktimarga), which deals 
with the emotional aspects of selfhood. We shall examine the nature ofthis path in 
the next chapter. 

From Thinking to Awareness Without Thought 

One ofthe aspects of changes in the meditator described in the Vedantic texts 
is the radical change in the meditator’s state of consciousness from the intense 
process of critical thinking about selfhood to the experience of the “no-thought 
zone” of consciousness. Meditation is said to promote concentration ofthe mind, 
so that the mind in deep contemplation (nididhvasana) becomes fully rested 
(samahita) in the Atman-Brahman.In a fully rested mind, the stream ofthoughts 
seems to come to a halt, and the mind is emptied of any and all thought contents. 
Why would such a thing happen? The idea here is that, through relentless self- 
examination, all self-definitions in terms of self-as-object are defeated; all doubts 
in this regard are dispelled; and the mind is thereby completely cleared of miscon¬ 
strued notions of the self and the consequent confusion, which is the main 
stumbling block on the path to wisdom. The Bhagavad-GIta (6.19) uses the 
metaphor of a lamp sitting in a place protected from breeze to describe a mind in a 
state of repose. Stable resting of the mind is the defining feature of samddhi, the 
“altered state of consciousness” much hallowed in the Indian tradition in general, 
and in Yoga in particular. In accounting forthe nature ofdeep contemplation (nidi- 
dhyasana), some Advaita Vedantists-Madhava and Sadananda, for example- 
use Yogic terminology, describing it as dhyana. According to Patanjali’s Yoga, 
deep contemplation involves “the unchanging flow, ofthe mental effort to under¬ 
stand the object of meditation, untouched by any other effort ofthe understand¬ 
ing.” 26 In other words, at the advanced stage of meditation one is able to sustain 
some specific content of cognition for an extended period of time without being 
distracted by other thoughts. This is said to be the penultimate state that automat¬ 
ically leads to a series of “altered states of consciousness,” collectively called the 
samddhi. While the Yoga system describes a set of distinct, hierarchically ordered 
stages ofthe samddhi experience, the Advaita Vedanta system speaks ofonly one, 
and characterizes it as the nirvikalpa samddhi The experience ofthis state is said 
to be essentially indescribable. Nevertheless, several texts provide various verbal 
accounts that attempt to indicate its nature. Let me try to interpret such accounts as 
relevant to the current context. 

In Advaita Vedanta, as in Yoga, meditation is suggested as a way of ridding 
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the mind of “ignorance” or avidya, i.e., any and all misconstrued notions of the 
Self. During this process, the mind is temporarily emptied of all cognitive con¬ 
structions; it enters what may be called a “no-thought zone of consciousness” 
(nirvikalpa samadhi). Here, as in the case of the concept of nirvikapa pratyaksa 
explained before, the term nirvikalpa does indicate the absence of analysis, 
interpretation, ormeaning, plus something more. In Vivekacudamani(vevse #241), 
Ssankara (1921) defines nirvikalpa samadhi as a state devoid of the distinction 
between theknower, known, and knowledge. 27 What this means is that, during the 
state of nirvikalpa samadhi, the meditator’s experience is devoid ofthe separation 
commonly obtained between (1) the experiencing subject, (2) the object thought, 
and (3) the construed that the object is thus and such. To help interpret what this 
means in the context of contemporary psychology, it is necessary to understand 
what Franz Brentano meant by the intentionality, i.e., directedness of thought 
processes, and its analysis by Edmund Husserl. The nature and significance of 
intentionality is a complex issue that is being studied intensively in contemporary 
philosophy and cognitive science (e.g., Searle, 1983; Dennett, 1987). It is neither 
possible nor necessary to explore all its aspects here; given the focus on the 
Advaita Vedanta perspective and contemporary psychology, my discussion willbe 
restricted to select ideas of Brentano, Husserl, and Harre. 

Intentionality of Consciousness: Brentano, Husserl, and Harre 

As noted in Chapter 2, Brentano (187411974) suggested that consciousness is 
always directed toward something, so that one is afraid o/something, wishes for 
something, aims at something orthe other, and so on. Following Brentano’s foot¬ 
steps, Husserl) 1933/1977, p. 66) suggested that being conscious involves: (1) the 
transcendental Ego, the selfsame I at the subject pole, (2) various entities, actual or 
imagined- like a mermaid- at the object pole toward which the mind is directed, 
and (3) consciousness, which connects the two poles. The similarity between this 
trilogy and the Vedantic trilogy of knower, object to be known, and knowledge 
should be obvious. Despite this fundamental similarity between them, Husserl’s 
view ofconsciousness is different from the Vedantic view in one important respect. 
Husserl insisted that consciousness is edwavs consciousness of something, thus 
denying the possibility of nonintentional states of awareness. By sharp contrast, 
the Advaita Vedantists not only claim that the experience of nirvikalpa samdclhi is 
devoid of intentionality, but they also value it very highly. The discovery and 
theorization about extraordinary states of awareness and Being and the develop¬ 
ment oftechniques forrealizing them are specialties ofthe Eastern intellectual and 
cultural traditions. This is not to say that such states are exclusive to certain parts of 
the world; indeed, they are probably recognized in various areas across the world 
throughout the history. However, in the West, they seem to be associated with 
mysticism, a phenomenon that has been often misunderstood, tabooed, and mar- 
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ginalized. Such marginalization is specifically true for contemporary psychology. 
Psychologists also tend to ignore Husserl, who generally has been assigned to 
philosophy. A brief introduction to Husserl’s ideas should therefore be in order. 

As noted in Chapter 1, Husserl had imbibed the spirit ofthe Greek theoria and 
shunned the “vocation-like life-interest” and practical attitude typical, of the 
Indian and Chinese cultures. Consistent with this spirit of knowledge-for-its-own- 
sake, Husserl’s primary goal was to attain “apodictic” (i.e., absolutely certain) 
knowledge. Although very proud of his Greek-European intellectual heritage, 
Husserl was nevertheless dissatisfied with the dominance in the Europe of his 
time ofthe objectivist attitude that denigrated subjective experience. In his view, 
the result ofthis attitude was a tendency to annex the spirit to the body, a tendency 
that was so pernicious that it prompted him to write the “Crisis ofEuropean Man” 
(Husserl, 1936/1965). Against this background, Husserl set out to examine the 
origin ofknowledge in subjective experience. To help turn the mind inward, he 
decided to suspend or “bracket” all judgments regarding objects in the natural 
order of space and time and to focus instead on how the mind acquires knowledge 
ofthe essence of a given object that underlies the varied and changing images of 
the same object in the mind. Underlying this search was Kant’s idea that the 
transcendental Ego was the knower that produced knowledge by synthesizing 
sensory data into the unity of apperception. Husserl hoped to obtain apodictic 
knowledge by catching the mind in the very act of uniting sensory data into the 
knowledge of essences. 

It is hard to point to any absolute certainties gleaned or solid theoretical gains 
made by Husserl’s studies. At least one historian ofWestern philosophy has said 
that in the end, “Husserl’s energy was more and more distracted into the Pandora’s 
box of metaphysical and epistemological puzzles that he thought his phenome - 
nological method had eliminated” (Jones, 1975, Vol. 5, p. 280). Nevertheless, 
during the course of his explorations, Husserl developed a methodology of “phe¬ 
nomenological reduction” or epoche( enoyi) inGreek).Husserl(1931/1962)has 
described them in detail in his book, Ideas. Without going into the details of the 
reductive methodology, it may be noted that an important aspect of his procedure 
involved turning attention away from the objects of awareness first to the sensory 
contents of consciousness (noma), and then deeper and deeper into the innermost 
reaches of subjective experience till one reaches the subject of experience. Husserl 
characterizes consciousness as essentially bipolar in nature in that he placed the 
varied objects of consciousness at the “object pole” and the transcendental Ego at 
the identical or selfsame “subject pole” (Husserl, 1933/1977, p. 66). Thus, in 
Husserl’s view, consciousness is a link, as it were, that connects a single subject 
with an array of innumerable objects of intentional awareness. In his writings, 
Husserl repeatedly asserts that consciousness is always a consciousness of some¬ 
thing, thereby suggesting that intentionality is an ineluctable feature of conscious¬ 
ness. This view of consciousness is affirmed repeatedly by J-P. Sartre, who 
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followed Husserl’s footsteps. Such a view implicitly denies the possibility of 
nonintentional states ofawareness, such as the nirvikalpasamadhi, which, accord¬ 
ing to Advaita Vedanta, lacks the subject -object polarization. 

As several authors (Sinari, 1965; Puligandla, 1970; Paranjpe &Hanson, 1988) 
have pointed out, Husserl’s phenomenological reduction resembles Patanjali’s 
Yoga. First, both involve withdrawing attention from the object, turning inward 
toward the experience, and ultimately trying to reach the center of experience. 
Second, phenomenological reduction involves a systematic attempt to modify 
one’s own thought processes. Notwithstanding Husserl’s insistence on being 
purely theoretical, his phenomenological reduction involved doing something 
with one’s own consciousness rather than merely thinking about its nature. Thus, 
Eugen Fink (1933/1970), a trusted student of Husserl, said in his authoritative 
overview of his teacher’s work that “[phenomenological] reduction not only 
signifies an appeal to its actual performance, but also necessarily requires the 
performance of an act which places us beyond the horizon of our own possibilities, 
which ‘transcends’ our human possibilities” (p. 105). This emphasis on not simply 
studying but doing phenomenology 28 resembles the Yogic emphasis on knowing 
Yoga by actually doing Yoga. 29 Moreover, although Husserl denigrated the practi¬ 
cal and religious bent of Indian thought, his own practice of phenomenological 
reduction produced an apparently unintended practical benefit of a religious 
nature. To put it in Husserl’s own words, it led to “a complete personal transfor¬ 
mation (Wadlung) which might be compared to a religious conversion, but which 
even beyond it has the significance of the greatest existential conversion that is 
expected of mankind” (translated by and quoted in Spiegelberg, 1965, Vol. 1, 
p. 136). 

It is ironic, indeed, that a methodology intended to explore purely theoretical 
issues produces an apparently valuable “personal transformation” and an “exis¬ 
tential conversion.” Had Husserl pursued his line of work, perhaps he could have 
developed some effective methods of personal transformation similar to those of 
Yoga, and made them available to humankind. It is difficult to say whether Husserl 
knew ofYoga and other systems oflndian thought, as did many German academics 
of his day. Nevertheless, given his own expressions of disdain for Indian and 
Chinese thought, any attempts by him toward East-West convergence seemed out 
of the question. Unfortunately, despite promises of valuable transformation of the 
self by means of phenomenological reduction, Husserl abandoned the further 
development of his methods. His students, too, abandoned the methods of reduc¬ 
tion, and the phenomenological movement turned instead toward hermeneutics. 

More recently, Hame (1983) has joined the ranks of Western authors who 
claim that consciousness must always be intentional. He makes this by way of 
criticism of publications in the 1970s about “altered states of consciousness,” 
which he dismisses as a kind of “rash of talk,” and as noted earlier in this chapter, 
assigns it to “fringe psychology.” In his opinion, the idea of “altered states” of 
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has been formulated in a rather muddled way.... Those ‘states’ seem to be experiences 
of novel kinds of intentional objects or novel appearances of ordinary objects.... For a 
being to be conscious at all, the relational pencil from the self to a field of various objects 
of awareness, some of which can be attended to, must be maintained. (1983, p. 163) 

That nonintentional states can in fact be experienced is a claim made by students of 
Yoga, who for centuries have been publishing books and papers on how to attain 
them. Interested persons are invited to try their methods and verify the claims. 
Denying the claims out of hand without trying the methods reminds us of the 
Aristotelian scholars who refused to look into Galileo’s telescope to verify his 
claims about Jupiter’s satellites. Belief in the inevitability ofintentionality seems 
to be as pervasive today in the West as was the presumption that functions of the 
autonomic nervous system such as the pulse rate could not be brought under 
voluntary control. And maybe this belief about intentionality will change just as 
the presumption about the autonomic functions was changed after the results of 
psychophysiological experiments on Yogis became widely known. 

Asjust noted, Husserl claimed that his phenomenological reduction resulted 
in a personal transformation that seemed extremely valuable. However, even 
Husserl’s students, such as Fink, seemed to ignore them; they did not think it was 
important enough to follow up. In his famous work on the history of the phenome - 
nological movement, Herbert Spiegelberg does mention Husserl’s “greatest exis¬ 
tential conversion that is expected of mankind,” but he literally relegates it to a 
mere footnote. Likewise, as noted earlier in this chapter, Harre is aware of the 
claim that persons who attain altered states tend to become selfless, but apparently 
he fails to see the importance of such an outcome. One gets the impression that in 
Western philosophy andpsychology there is acultivated sense ofaversion for any 
kind of personal transformation. By sharp contrast, personal transformation was 
the raison d'etre of several systems of Indian philosophy andpsychology such as 
Sankhya Yoga, andVedanta. To help understand this remarkable contrast, itwould 
be useful to take a look at certain aspects of the cultural history of the West noted 
by Michel Foucault. 

Psychology and the “Technologies of the Self” 

In an essay titled “Technologies ofthe Self,” Michel Foucault (1982/1988) 
presented historical analysis ofthe development in the West ofthe “hermeneutics 
ofthe self’ in two different but related contexts: the Greco-Roman philosophy and 
Christian spirituality. In this essay he considers both theories as well as practices in 
relation to the twin injunctions, “Know yourself’ and “Take care of yourself.” 
In this context, he describes the “technologies of the self’ as practices that 

permit individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain 
number of operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of 
being, so as to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, 
wisdom, perfection, or immortality. (Foucault, 1982/1988, p. 18) 
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It should be clear that the Advaita Vedantic program for self-realization can be 
correctly characterized as a “technology of the self’ in a Foucauldian sense. It 
selectively combines the features ofcertain distinct Western prototypes: (l)Plato’s 
concern with “Know thyself’ and his dialogical approach to it in predominantly 
“secular” or nondenominational context; (2) St. Augustine’s deeply personal 
critical self-examination and spiritual yearning; and (3) the spiritual practices and 
the relevance of exegesis of scriptural texts in that context as illustrated in the 
Spiritual Practices of Saint Ignatius (see Ambruzzi, 1961). Such comparisons 
have of course serious limitations, for there are important differences as well. 
Thus, while St. Augustine’s concern with sin and Vedantic concern With suffering 
seem to be comparable in their depth and sincerity, sin and suffering are two very 
different types of the human condition. They are based on radically different 
notions of cosmogony, causality, andjustice. These, in turn, are different from the 
Freudian and existentialist views of the human condition and of therapy. 

Indeed, it is hard to name even a single system in the mainstream of 
contemporary psychology that can be said to offer a technology of the self in the 
Foucauldian sense. The varied applications ofmodern psychology have developed 
mainly in the contexts of medicine, the military, education, industry, and com¬ 
merce. In all these contexts, the psychologists tend to emulate the role of either a 
professional doctor who offers diagnosis and cure, or of a technologist who 
provides advice on how to fix a faulty mechanism. There are ofcourse applications 
of psychology in the contexts of spirituality and religion. However, these are 
sequestered away from the academe and handed over to the church where the 
pastoral psychologists try to heal sick souls. There is a strict division between the 
secular universities on the one hand and the religious institutions on the other. 
It seems as ifthe scientists are still nursing the wounds of Galileo, who was hurt by 
the Aristotelian scholastics as well as by churchmen of his times. 

The development ofmodern psychology as a science contributed to the lack 
of the development of technologies of the self within the field ofmodern psychol¬ 
ogy in North America. From its beginning in Europe in the 17th century, science 
had little to do with purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality, which were the 
typical concerns ofthe traditional technologies ofthe self. Francis Bacon’s vision 
of science was clearly that of mastering the forces of nature for the benefit of the 
humankind. As noted, J. B. Watson launched a behaviorist psychology modeled 
after the natural sciences, Max Meyer (1922) tried to banish the self along with 
the theologian’s soul from psychology, and B. F. Skinner explicitly followed 
Meyer’s “psychology ofthe other-one” indevelping his behavioral technology. In 
contrast, Yoga is clearly a technology ofthe self; it has developed techniques for 
controlling one’s own body and mind. Technologies for controlling others canbe 
understandably different from technologies such as those of Yoga and Vedanta, 
which are explicitly aimed at the emancipating oneself from suffering arising from 
misconstrued notions of one’s own making. 
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Advaita Vedantic Meditation, Psychotherapy, and Attitude Change 

As noted in Chapter 3, Sankara uses a medical metaphor, describing Advaita 
Vedantic meditation (sadhana) as a combination ofknowledge and dispassionate- 
ness prescribed as a cure for the “fever” of insatiable desires. 30 In the same vein, in 
his commentary on Patanjali’s Yoga aphorisms (1978, 2.15), Vyasa suggests that 
suffering is the disease; mistaken identification of the unchanging Self ( Purusa ) 
with the ever-changing world (Prakrti) is the cause of the disease; correct vision 
(samyagdarsanam) is the medicine; and complete riddance ofmistaken identity is 
the desired state ofhealth. As noted by Halbfass (1991b, Ch. 7), such medical 
metaphors have been common to many systems of Indian thought. Against this 
background, Advaita Vedantic meditation is comparable to the forms of psycho¬ 
therapy developed by Aaron Beck and by George Kelly. The main point of 
similarity that justifies the comparison of these otherwise different enterprises is 
that both use what may be called cognitive devices in bringing about a desirable 
change in an individual’s life. 

Aaron Beck suggests what he calls the “Socratic method” as a therapeutic 
strategy to cure depression (Beck, Emery, &Greenberg, 1985, pp. 177-178). What 
Beck means by it is that the patient is to be engaged in a dialogue of questions and 
answers guided by logic in a manner typical of Socrates’s search for wisdom 
through dialectical and critical thinking. The traditional Indian method has an 
uncanny resemblance to the Socratic dialectics. The ancient Upanisads contain 
several dialogues designed to convey to the listener wisdom concerning the nature 
of the true Self. Innumerable philosophical texts in India are written in the format 
of conversations between the proponent of a viewpoint and his adversaries in 
debate. This is very similar to the spirit of the Socratic dialogues, and Beck has 
tried to introduce this type of a format in his therapeutic intervention designed to 
cure depression. The similarity ofits aim and method to Sankara’s idea of critical 
self-examination as a method to cure the desires arising from ignorance should 
now be obvious. Instead of discussing this similarity in detail, it would be better to 
turn to George Kelly’s therapeutic strategy, since 1 think it will properly bring out 
the nature ofthe cognitive aspects ofthe Advaita Vedantic method ofmeditation. 

Kelly’s therapeutic strategy may be characterized as a systematic cognitive 
reconstruction ofthe individual’s view ofherself and the world around her. The 
therapist attempts first to identify erroneous constructs that are ineffective in 
correctly predicting significant events intheclient’s life, andthenhelp herreplace 
them with more accurate- or serviceable- constructs. This implies an attempt to 
help improve the client’s adaptation with her environment. Advaita Vedanta, too, 
focuses on an individual’s cognitive constructs, but the aim there is not simply to 
change a few constructs here and there, but rather to have the individual dismantle, 
or at least temporarily suspend, all ofthe constructs that define her self in relation 
to the world. What makes this process particularly similar to the Kellyian therapy 
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is that both pit the current constructs against their opposites and/or alternatives to 
seriously question, loosen, weaken, or discard established constructs. Kelly’s con¬ 
structs are dichotomous or bipolar, and as noted in the first part ofthis chapter, his 
technique calls for a “slot movement” of an item back and forth from one pole of 
the construct to its opposite. For instance, a person who characterizes himself as a 
weakling may be asked to move this characterization back and forth between the 
opposite poles, self versus nonself (I am weak versus I am not weak), so that the 
image of being a weakling is loosened from the self pole, and after repeated 
attempts, identified with the nonself. It is important to remember in this context 
that the Advaita Vedantic method asks a meditator to use the method of agreement 
and difference (anvaya, vyatireka). Any and all definitions of the self as an 
object- as body, social roles, and so on- are to be loosened and detached from 
the self-pole and moved to the opposite side to the nonself. Given the strong 
emotional attachments ofthe “I” with the “Me,” it requires innumerable attempts 
to separate them. The changes that Advaita Vedanta tries to bring about in a 
meditator are far more radical and far-reaching, since they aim at what Kelly calls 
“core constructs,” i.e., constructs that define and maintain aperson’s very identity 
and existence. 

Meditation may be viewed as a severe attack on a person’s psychosocial 
identity. A spiritual aspirant who successfully completes the prescribed course of 
meditation would recognize his or her psychosocial identity to be just what it is: 
aproduct ofthe past that is functional in carrying on the bodily functions and social 
life, but not something inextricably attached to the “I.” No matter how strongly 
one feels attached to the self-definitions that comprise one’s psychosocial identity, 
none of them are inexorable. As noted in the previous chapter, Erik Erikson 
concluded that psychosocial identity is forever revisable, which means that any 
and all self-definitions could in principle be suspended. The ultimate basis of self¬ 
sameness does not reside in any aspect ofone’s psychosocial identity; firesides, as 
Erikson suggested, in one’s transcendental center of awareness. To put it in other 
words, the unity and selfsameness of the “I” is fully realized as belonging to the 
Being of the blissful consciousness and not to the “evolving configuration of 
roles” that parades as one and the same person. 

Sometimes meditation is said to focus on the destruction ofthe mind (mano- 
nasa), or “egocide,” i.e., killing ofthe ego. Moreover, with the attainment of self- 
realization, a spiritual aspirant is said to end his or her life. Having realized its true 
nature, the soul is said to shed the body with which it felt erroneously identified. 
Such a result has been called videha mukti, i.e., the attainment of emancipation 
upon death. However, according to an alternative view, persons continue to live 
after attaining self-realization in a state called jivanmukti, i.e., the state of emanci¬ 
pation while still alive. We shall consider the affective and behavioral character¬ 
istics of self-realized persons in the next two chapters. Here, let us try to understand 
the nature of Vedantic meditation in the language of “deconstruction.” 
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Meditation and “Deconstruction” 

In an essay published in the Journal of Transpersonal Psychology>, Mark 
Epstein (1988) has suggested that Buddhist “insight meditation” involves a 
“deconstruction ofthe self.” Edward Sampson (1989) has used the same expres¬ 
sion, “deconstruction of the self,” to designate several recent trends in Western 
thought, all ofwhich, in his opinion, are rejecting the “North American version of 
psychology’s subject- as a self -contained individualism” (p. 1). Of these trends, 
he has chosen to analyze the psychological implication of the challenges to 
individualistic conceptions of selfhood from two trends: (1) critical theory origi¬ 
nating in the Frankfurt School, and (2) “deconstructionism,” a “relatively recent 
perspective developed within the post-structuralist literary criticism and linguistic 
analysis [which] has challenged all notions that involve the primacy of the sub¬ 
ject (or author)” (p. 1). “Deconstruction” is a popular term that has acquired 
differing meanings. It is tempting to use this term to describe the analysis of 
“insight” meditation of the Advaita Vedantic and Buddhist traditions for the 
following reasons: 

1. In view ofthe “constructed” (kalpita) nature ofthe ego or empirical self, 
Advaita Vedanta seems to call for its “deconstruction.” If, according to 
Sankara’s metaphor, the individual can be thought of as a moth living in 
a cocoon ofits own construction, then we can imagine the “unpacking” of 
a worldview of one’s own cognitive construction so as to liberate oneself 
from its limitations. 

2. Deconstruction primarily involves the critical analysis oftexts and ofthe 
grounds ofthe theoretical systems contained therein (Johnson, 1981, p. 
xv). The Advaita Vedantic method quite clearly requires an in-depth 
critical analysis (manana) ofthe Upanisadic texts and an understanding of 
the foundations of its system in addition to other requirements. 

3. The concept or the erasure of false conceptions leading to the transpar¬ 
ency of consciousness is a metaphor common to Advaita Vedanta as well 
as Derrida (1966/1978). (This point will be discussed, as it deserves 
clarification.) 

4. As noted by Johnson (1981): 

[A]s Derrida himself admits, the very notion of a perfectly adequate science 
or -logy belongs to the logocentric discourse which the science of writing 
would try, precisely, to put in question. Derrida thus finds himself in the 
uncomfortable position of attempting to account for an error by means of 
tools derived from that very error, (p. x; emphasis original) 


The situation is similar in Advaita Vedanta, which tries to use language 
and dialectical thinking to prove their own limits and to put themselves out 
of action. 
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5. Gayatri Spivak(1976) translates Derrida’s term “sousrature” as “under¬ 
erasure” and explains it thus: “This is to write a word, cross it out, and 
then print both the word and deletion. (Since the word is inaccurate, it is 
crossed out. Since it is necessary, it remains legible)” (p. xiv). In a similar 
vein, the Advaita Vedantic program of self-realization may be said to aim 
at “erasing” the empirical ego of a person without eradicating it beyond 
recognition orputting it totally out of commission. Atleast, inmy opinion, 
such would be the view of the school of Advaita Vedantists that believes 
that self-realized persons continue to live after attaining enlightenment as 
liberated souls (jivanmukta). (This is of course different from the other 
school that believes in the discontinuation of life upon liberation, called 
videhamukti.jThus, Ramana Maharshi (1879-1950), who was widely be¬ 
lieved to be a self-realized being, had “crossed out” his identity as the son 
of Sundaram Ayyar and Alagammal, but he was recognized as the same 
village lad, Ramana, by his relatives after he lived incognito for years 
while practicing meditation or sddhana Although the relatives ofRamana 
knew beyond a doubt that this was the same person as the lad who had 
grown up in their midst, he treated them with no special attachment, as 
might be expected from a normal individual. He showed no signs of ego 
involvement, thereby indicating that his childhood ego-identity had been 
defeated. To put it in deconstructionist terms, the entity “Ramana” in the 
box has been crossed out, although it is still recognizable. 



Notwithstanding such similarities between Derridan deconstruction and pro¬ 
gram of meditation recommended by the Advaita Vedanta, there are some funda¬ 
mental differences between them: While the former is an approach to literary 
criticism and remains as such, the latter, having its roots in exegesis of scriptural 
texts, has developed into a full-scale philosophy, theory of personality, technique 
of meditation, and away of life. Moreover, despite Advaita Vedanta’s emphasis 
on the critical understanding of scriptural texts, its primary purpose is to apply the 
meaning to one’s own life and to undertake to deconstruct the ego and the world 
of one’s own construction. 

If, indeed, the ego can be deconstructed as claimed here, what, we may ask, 
happens to the cognitive processes of the person after the deconstruction is com¬ 
pleted? The Bhagavad-GTtd provides clues for an answer to this question in its 
descriptions of persons after they attain liberation following the path of knowl¬ 
edge according to the Sankhya-Yoga (Bhagavad-GTtd, 2.54-72), or of devotion 
according to the Bhakti-Yoga (12.13-19), or in other ways of spiritual self- 
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discipline (5.5-28; 14.22 —27). The cognitive aspect of such individuals’ function¬ 
ing is described commonly in terms ofa stable intellect (sthitaprajna). As noted in 
the previous chapter, such persons no longer behave in egoistic or selfish ways. 
Against the backdrop of the discussion in this chapter so far, we can try to 
understand in terms of cognitive principles what this means and why such results 
must follow from the process of deconstruction. First, it must be taken for granted 
that any living person, whether liberated or otherwise, must depend on sensory, 
perceptual, and cognitive structures and processes for carrying on one’s daily 
business in life. What meditation is supposed to put out of commission is the 
narrowness of a person’s ego, or its “totalitarian” character, not his or her 
cognitive capacities. I think it is safe to assume that the normal strengths as well as 
inherent limits of such adjuncts (upadhi) would persist in the individual after the 
ego is deconstructed Presumably, the person retains all the language skills ac¬ 
quired since childhood, as well the dialectical skills honed during the process of 
meditation. What may be lost is the kind of influence that the ego exerts on 
cognition. 

To put it in metaphorical terms, loosened under the attack of relentless 
questioning, the “I” is no longer inextricably tied down to the ego; rather, it is 
firmly anchored in the transcognitive and unchanging Brahman. As such, the 
ongoing cognitive processes are not allowed to sway every which way with the 
continually changing pattern ofthe ego’s attachments; as such, they are stabilized. 
In my opinion, it is in this sense that the Bhagavad-GTta (1948/1973, 2.54-72) 
describes the self-realized person as aperson with a stable intellect (sthitaprajna). 

The effects of anchoring and stabilizing one’s intellect may be described 
within the cognitive frameworks ofGreenwald and Markus, discussed previously. 
It may be recalled that, according to Greenwald (1980), the self-serving character 
of the ego introduces biases in the cognitive functioning such that the individual 
tends to revise one’s past history and narratives of events that erroneously perceive 
the self to be more correct, nicer, and more effective than deserved. In many 
instances, such egocentricity results in totalitarian attitudes whereby a person 
tends to unthinkingly reject ideas that do not fit one’s currently held beliefs and 
opinions. Ifindeed the ego has repeatedly weighed mutually opposing arguments, 
has tried to go beyond dialectics, and has become more tolerant of contrary 
opinions, then it may have no reason to have excessive liking for friends who agree 
and excessive dislike for enemies who disagree. True to this spirit, the Gita 
described the self-realized person as manifesting equanimity in the face of friends 
and enemies, praise and blame. Such a person need not also indulge in constructing 
and revising images of the self in the past and the future, and feel happy or sad 
depending on whether the possible selves seem positive or negative, as described 
by Markus and Nurius (1987). Aperson who has discovered the true Self in the 
eternal and blissful Atman -Brahmanwould have discovered an inner source of 
undiminishing joy. He or she need not construe the “I” as an imaginary future 
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self; one who is achored in Being here and now need no longer be infatuated with 
Becoming happy in the future. 

Ordinarily, one’s sense of identity is anchored in one’s current thoughts, 
feelings, and actions. While this is common experience, it has been acknowledged 
by Patanjali in ancient times and by James and Erikson in modem times. Being 
closely attached to the current thought often results in the sense that it represents 
the truth, sometimes leading to egotism and to intolerance ofaltemative positions. 
One can overcome such egotism and intolerance by being firmly convinced that the 
true Self is beyond all thoughts and the current Thinker. Such conviction can 
follow from the discovery of the no-thought-zone of consciousness by means of 
meditation. The discovery ofthe no-thought-zone may be explained in terms ofthe 
Freudian metaphor ofthe mind asa “mystic writing-pad” (Freud, 1925/1953), 
which Jacques Derrida (1966/1978) has revived in the context of his account of 
deconstruction. This metaphor likens the mind to a child’s toy in which words 
written or marks made using a wooden stylus on a translucent sheet overlying a 
wax tablet are visible as long as the translucent sheet remains attached to the wax. 
When the sheet is pulled up, the words or marks disappear. The human mind may 
be likened to the top sheet ofthe “mystic writing-pad” insofar as it is devoid of 
content in its nascent state and allows limitless rewriting of its contents. The trick 
lies in being able to empty mind’s contents; one way ofdoing so is to recognize that 
current thoughts are not absolute but only relative truths, and to set them aside 
like letting the writing stay on the wax rather than on the translucent top sheet ofthe 
writing pad, as it were. Critical self-examination is a way of accomplishing this. In 
several articles, Ashok Gangadean (1976,1979) has explained the Buddhist use of 
dialectics and the Vedantic methods of meditation in this context, and has inter¬ 
preted the process in the light of Western philosophy and logic from Plato 
and Aristotle to Wittgenstein and Frege. Space does not permit further discussion 
of this topic. 

Liberation with Knowledge Only or with Other Means 

Before concluding this chapter on self and cognition, it may be noted, once 
again, that Sankara and several of his followers consider knowledge, or “cogni¬ 
tion” as we may call it, to be the only means to self-realization. As noted by 
Suryanarayana Sastri (194111961, p. 241), Advaita Vedantists were not unaware 
of the contention that cognition itself is a mental act. Yet they made a sharp 
distinction between cognition on the one hand and action in the form of performing 
rituals and meditation on the other. Their defense ofthis distinction was primarily 
the argument that cognition is dependent on objects that it is expected to faithfully 
reflect, while activity is optional, depending on the will ofthe performer. As such, 
while cognition is expected to lead to an unconditional outcome, action is not. 
Whatever the arguments in defense of cognition, overemphasis on it was perhaps 
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important in view of the repudiation of the heavy reliance on ritual in the rival 
school ofMImamsa 

Be that as it may, as noted earlier, several Advaita Vedantists followed Man- 
dana Misra in avoiding a sharp distinction between cognition and action, and 
advocated a combination of cognition and action in the attainment of self- 
realization. As well, according to some interpreters, the Bhagavad-Gltd, one of 
three basic source books of Vedanta, 31 advocates nonattachment to the outcomes 
of action as a means to liberation, although Sankara insists on the efficacy of 
knowledge alone. However, Sankara is not opposed to devotion as an alternative 
means to liberation. Indeed, he even considers it to be an excellent means to 
liberation, except that he defines it not so much as love for God, but rather as 
investigaiton into the nature of selfhood. Sankara himself is said to have been the 
author of several devotional poems that express somewhat strong feelings, but 
these are sequestered from his voluminous writings, which are terse and generally 
“dry.” He was not given to the sentimentalism that seems to be the hallmark of 
those for whom devotion to God is their preferred approach to self-transformation. 
In the next chapter, we shall return to this topic after considering the psychological 
implications of devotion within the context of the relationship between self and 
affect. 


Notes 

1. I am grateful to Professor John Broughton for helping me clarify the Piagetian concepts such as the 
epistemic subject and egocentricity, and for his numerous useful comments on an earlier draft of 
this chapter. 

2. For a detailed discussion of Piaget’s concept of the epistemic subject, see Broughton (1987). 

3. A fuller discussion of Piaget’s views on the implications for epistemology ofGodel’s theorem may 
be found in Beth and Piaget (1966, pp. 53-59). 

4. The reference cited here by Piaget is P. Natrop’s Die logischen Grundlagen des exacten Wissen- 
schaften, published in Berlin in 1910. 

5. Scrooge is the name of a character in Charles Dickens’s famous story yi Christmas Carol, in which 
Scrooge gets completely transformed from a stingy and nasty man to a generous and nice man after 
being visited by three ghosts. This classic was originally published in 1843, and is widely available 
in numerous editions. 

6. Harre’s attitudes about “altered states” are reflected in many pejorative expressions in his writing. 
Thus, he talks about the rash of talk about the alleged altered states, and repeatedly refers to the 
literature on it as lying on the fringe of psychology (see Harre, 1983, pp. 163-165).That the 
literature on altered states is widely viewed as being on the fringe of mainstream psychology partly 
reflects the attitudes of the mainstream, and it seems to me that partly the questionable reputation of 
this field of studies is a result of wishy-washy and nonrigorous nature of several publications on 
altered states. 

7. In his translation of the Bhagavad-Gita, Radhakrishnan (1948/1973, p. 355) mentions Sankara’s 
(1978, 18.14) expression karta upadhilaksano bhokfa, and adds the adjective avidyakalpito 
meaning “constructed from nescience,” or imagined. I could not find the word avidyakalpito in the 
Motilal 
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Banarsidass edition of Sankara’s commentary of the Bhagavad-GTfa( 18.14). However, I find such 
characterization consistent with Sankara’s discussion of the nature of the self-as-knower (kse- 
trajha ) in his commentary on Gita (13.2). 

8. nanu prama&ayah pramata sa eva karta bhokta | (Abhyankar, 1928/1962, p. 19). 

9. I am grateful to Professor Gaya Charan Tripathi for enlightening me regarding the nuances of 
Sanskrit teminology in this matter, and its Latin, Greek, English, and other Indo-European 
parallels. 

10. Fora detailed discussion of nirvikalpa and savikalpa pratyaksa, see D. M. Datta (1932/1972, pp. 
93—102). In his History of Philosophy, S. N. Dasgupta (1922/1975, Vol. l) discusses the distinction 
between nirvikalpa and savikalpa pratyaksa in the context of the various schools of Indian 
thought: Sankya-Yoga (p. 261), Nyaya-Vaisesika (p. 334), Mimamsa (p. 378), and Vedanta 
(p. 484). 

11. The oft-quoted lines of the Isa Upanisad (#11) are as follows: 

vidyam cavidyam ca yastadvedobhayamsaha| 
avidaya mrtyum tirtva vidyaya 'mrtamasnute|| 

The exact meanings of the concepts of vidya and avidya are controversial, and are difficult to 
interpret in Western terms. A discussion of some of the problems in interpretation can be found in 
Belwalkar and Ranade (1927, Vol. 2, pp. 171-174). 

12. In a footnote to his discussion about indeterminate perception, Datta (1932/1972, p. 97) quotes the 
following words from Siddhanta-candrika, a commentary on a Muriamsa text called Sastra-dipi/ca: 
“Tirascam balanan ca nirvikalpakenaiva sarvo vyavaharah|”. To paraphrase, the activities of 
animals and children are characterized by only an undifferentiated form of perception. 

13. As pointed out by D. M. Datta (1932/1972), Vedatic writings on perception are neither very 
elaborate nor entirely clear. Nevertheless, Datta’s own analysis in Six Ways of Knowing clarifies the 
Vedntic view of perception and cognition. His analysis is particularly useful for us because Datta 
interprets the Vedatic view not only in the context of the six major schools of Indian thought, but 
also in the light of early 20th-century Western thought. My reconstruction of Vedantic views of 
perception and cognition follows Datta’s analysis. 

14. S. Radhakrishnan (1960/1968, p. 227) translates “athato brahmajijnasa” as “Now therefore the 
desire to know Brahman.” 

15. na hyjnanena sadrsam pavitramiha vidyate| Bhagavad-Gita (4.38). 

16. TaittirTya Upanisad, 2.1. 

17. Says Dharmaraja (1972, Ch. VIII, p. 203): “tatra sukhaduhkabhavau mukhye prayojane,” i.e., 
“there [in Vedanta] attainment of happiness and removal of suffering are the two main goals.” 

18. abrahmastambaparyantaih sarvapranibhih sarvaprakarasyapi duhkasya svarasata eva jihasitat- 
tvattannivrttyartha pravrttirasti svarasata eva | Opening sentence of Suresvara’s (1980, p. 1) Nai- 
skarmya-Siddhi. 

19. Respectively named after Bhamati the title of Vacaspati Misra’s commentary on Sankara’s 
commentary of Badarayana’s aphorisms, and Vivarana, the title of Prakasatman’s elucidation of 
Padmapada’s commentary on the same work of Sankara. For a discussion of the differences in the 
doctrines of these schools, see T. M. P. Mahadevan (1985). 

20. In his essay “Jnanadeva tu kaivalyam,” S. S. Suryanarayana Sastri (1941/1961)has presented an 
interesting discussion of the debate over the issue of “knowledge only” as a means of release. 

21. So named after Vivarana, the title of Prakasatman’s commentary on Padmapada’s Pahcapadika 
itself a commentary on Sankara’s Brahma-Sutra-Bhasya. 

22. In his Commentary on Madhusudana Sarasvati’s Siddhantabindu, V. S. Abhyankar (1928/1962, 
p. 129) specifically uses the term saksatkara in this context. 

23. Sometimes the most fundamental doctrine of the Vedanta is said to be encapsulated in four maha 
vakyas or “great sentences.” Vidyaranya’s Pancadasi (1982, Ch. 5) identifies them to be the 
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following four aphorisms derived from various texts of traditions associated with the four branches 
of the Veda (Rg-, Yajur-, Sama-, and Atharva-Veda): “prajnanam brahma” (Airareya Upa- 
nisad, 3.3); “aham brahmasmi” (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 1.4.10); “tattvamasi” (Chandogya 
Upanisad, 6.8.7); and “ayamatma brahma” (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 4.4.5). 

24. nanu prasamkhyanam nama tattvamasyadi sabdarthanvayavyatireka yuktivisayabuddhyam- 
redanam I (Suresvara 1980, Naiskarmya-siddhi, 3.90, p. 160). 

25. Jnanottama’s words in his commentary called Candrika are: viparirtabhavanalaksana pratibandha- 
nirasenaiva upayogannididhyasanasyal (see Suresvara, 1980, p. 160). 

26. This is a translation by RamaPrasada (1912, p. 180) ofVyasa’s commentary on Patanjali’s aphorism 
3.2. The Sanskrit words of the aphorism are: “tatra pratyayaikatanata dhyanam,” and those of 
Vyasa’s commentary are: “tasmindese dhyeyalambanasyapratyayasyaikatanata sadrsah pravahah 
pratyayantarenaparamrsto dhyanam.” 

27. jnatrjneyajnanasunyamanantam nrivikalpakam I (Sankara, 1921, verse 241). 

28. Herbert Spiegelberg (1975) has captured the emphasis in Husserlian phenomenology on actually 
performing procedures such as phenomenological reduction by choosing the title “Doing phenom¬ 
enology” for one of his books. 

29. In his commentary on Patanjali’s (1978) Yoga aphorism 3.6, Vyasa said “yogo yogenajnatavyo,” 
which may be correctly paraphrased to mean that Yoga can be understood only by doing yoga. 

30. See note 1, Chapter 3, this volume. 

31. The three basic sources of the doctrines ofVedhta are the Upanisads, the Bhagavad-Gita, and 
Badarayana’s Vedanta aphorisms. The three together are called the prasthanatrayi. 
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SELF-AS-ENJOYER-SUFFERER 

The Psychology of Affect 


In the daily use ofthe English language, the words feeling, emotion, and affect are 
often used interchangeably. The Webster ’s Tenth New Collegiate Dictionary as¬ 
signs them overlapping but different meanings. It defines emotion as “a psychic 
and physical reaction (as anger or fear) subjectively experienced as strong feeling 
and physiologically involving changes that prepare the body for immediate vig¬ 
orous action.” In contrast, affect is defined as “the conscious subjective aspect of 
an emotion considered apart from bodily changes.” The word feeling has many 
different connotations including: sensation experienced through the sense of 
touch, as well as “the undifferentiated background of one’s awareness considered 
apart from any identifiable sensation, perception, or thought.” Of these terms, 
contemporary psychology uses emotion most often. This is in keeping with the 
emphasis placed on observable aspects ofemotions, namely physiological changes 
and bodily movements. Although subjective aspects of feelings and emotions are 
not completely neglected, only a minority of contemporary psychologists seem to 
focus on them. The term affect, which clearly focuses on the subjective aspect of 
emotions apart from bodily changes, has not been the central topic of study in 
modem psychology. 

In India, emotions and the attendant physiological changes and physical 
movements were the focus ofBharata’s theory ofdramatics (ca. 200 BCE-200 CE). 
This makes sense insofar as Bharata’s work was addressed primarily to dramatists 
and actors for whom the visible expression of emotion is obviously critical. It is 
in this context that the concept of emotion (bhava) was studied in great detail. 
However, Bharata’s commentators, such as Bhattanayaka and Abhinavagupta, 
started to look at the experience ofthe dramatic art from the spectators’ vantage 
point. As such, their focus shifted from the expressive aspect of emotion to its 
experience. Many ofBharata’s medieval commentators were also well versed in 
Sankhya Y oga, Vedanta, Kashmir Shaivism, and other such systems of philosophy 
and spiritual self-development. Their interest in the broader philosophical issues 
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and their spiritual concerns led them to the examination of the nature of pleasure 
and pain, happiness and suffering, and their relationship with the attainment of 
the highest good in human life. 

In the European tradition, too, the study of emotion has a long history that 
reaches back to the ancient Greeks. Both Plato, and Aristotle were deeply con¬ 
cerned with the nature ofhappiness and its relationship with ethics. In Nichomu- 
chean Ethics, Aristotle proposes eudaemonism, a thesis that affirms happiness as 
the chief goal ofhuman life. Over the millenia, several major thinkers have made 
important contributions to the study of affect: several of the Stoic philosophers, 
Descartes, Spinoza, Hume, Darwin, James, Dewey, Ryle, Heidegger, and Sartre, to 
name just a few prominent ones (Calhoun & Solomon, 1984). In psychology, 
emotion has continued to be an active area of research, regardless of its relative 
neglect during the heyday ofbehaviorism. In the intellectual history of India, too, 
various aspects of affective life have been a matter of great interest throughout the 
centuries. There are, however, major differences between the persistent themes 
that have dominated the Western, as compared with the Indian, approaches to 
emotion. 

In the history ofWestem thought, emotions often have been viewed as sharply 
different from, and in conflict with, reason. While some thinkers like Hume have 
thought that “[rjeason is, and ought only to be the slave of passions” (Hume, 

1739/1978,p. 415), others like Kant have sought to subordinate passion to reason. 
By and large, however, in the Western tradition, reason has been generally 
considered in positive terms, while emotions are often painted with a dark brush. 
During Europe’s Age of Enlightenment in particular, reason was believed to 
contribute to impartiality, truth, enlightenment, moral judgment, harmony, and so 
on, but passions were considered to be irrational, leading to sinfulness, and to have 
a disorganizing and detrimental effect on human behavior. In the Indian tradition, 
emotions such as lust and anger have been occasionally viewed as ruinous (e.g., 
Bhagavad-Gitd, 1948/1973, 2.61 —63;3.37-43), but they are not consistently 
vilified, nor is reason glorified, as in the West. While the modern Western studies of 
emotion have been conducted in a predominantly secular, scientific, and biomedi¬ 
cal context, the most prominent Indian contributions to the study of emotion have 
come from dramaturgical and esthetic theories, which have found a central place 
in the theory and practice of religious devotion. 

Another point of divergence is that while Indian approaches to the affective 
aspect of life often have focused on the self-as-enjoyer-sufferer, such a focus is 
uncommon is Western approaches. Indeed, the Sanskrit word bhoktd, which means 
the “feeler” of emotions, so to speak, or the “one who enjoys and suffers,” is 
virtually untranslatable in English. The same is true about the related term bhoga, 
which has several connotations, such as experiencing pleasure orpain, savoring or 
relishing, sexual enjoyment, and so on. It is derived from the root bhuj, meaning to 
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eat, drink, or consume; to enjoy a meal; to experience a reward or undergo 
punishment; and also to suffer. The lack of English equivalents to the Sanskrit 
terms bhoga and bhokta and their cognates in several Indian languages suggests 
some basic difference in cultural perspectives on the experience ofaffect. As such, 
these terms deserve some explanation here. 

First, it is important to note here that the verb bhuj combines both enjoyment 
and suffering. Thus, it covers the entire spectrum of emotions along a single 
continuum extending from the greatest happiness to the worst suffering. Second, 
the term bhokta recognizes the self as the single subject who experiences all kinds 
of emotions, pleasant or unpleasant, throughout the life cycle- and even across a 
series oflife cycles. The self in this sense is the “experiencer,” meaning enjoyer as 
well as sufferer, the one to whom life presents itself as a kaleidoscope of experi¬ 
ences colored with innumerable shades of affect. Third, in legal terms, the owner of 
a property is its bhokta whose right it is to enj oy it as he or she pleases. By the same 
token, the person is also the bhokta ofthe responsibilities (taxes?) and misfortunes 
(theft?) that might accrue as a result of the ownership. The concept of bhokta 
pithily conveys the basic idea behind the Law of Karma, namely, the thesis that the 
agent must inevitably suffer consequences ofbad actions, just as he or she claims 
the rewards for good actions. Fourth, the conceptual collocation ofthe positive and 
negative polarities ofaffect opens the door for the conception of an experience that 
is qualitatively different from both pleasure and pain, happiness or suffering. The 
Sanskrit word ananda is used to designate this “positive” experience beyond 
pleasure and pain. The usual English translation of ananda is bliss, meaning 
complete happiness, butthis is an approximation at best. Finally, careful examina¬ 
tion ofthe nature ofthe one who enjoys and suffers is the most crucial feature of 
Indian approaches to affect. As we shall see later in this chapter, various schools of 
Indian thought suggest different conceptions ofthe nature ofthe self as enjoyer - 
sufferer, with matching methods to overcome suffering. 

Given these sharp contrasts, it is more difficult to converge Indian and 
Western approaches to emotion than those to cognition and action. Moreover, the 
diversity of approaches to emotion within the Western context alone makes it 
difficult to putthem together into a common conceptual framework, making it even 
more difficult to make meaningful comparisons across cultures. Against this 
background, 1 shall be selective and include only those aspects of Indian and 
Western approaches to emotion that lend themselves toarelatively moremeaning- 
ful juxtaposition. For want of a deeper and more comprehensive metatheoretical 
framework than the various theories, 1 shall occasionally point out ontological, 
epistemic, and axiological principles to help illustrate pertinent points of contrast 
and similarity. After sketching a selective overview ofrelevant aspects of certain 
Western approaches, I shall move on to a few distinctive Indian perspectives on the 
relationship between the self and affect. 



244 


CHAPTER 5 


Western Psychological Views of Emotion 

In his Republic, Plato (1941) presents his view of the tripartite psyche, where 
each part is the seat of a different principle: reason, spirit, and appetite. In his 
model, appetitive psyche is clearly the seat of emotions. Plato assigns appetite the 
lowest position in a hierarchical arrangement of the three parts. He considers 
appetite to be “irrational,” and often pits it against the rational part of the psyche 
placed at the top ofthe hierarchy (see Plato’s Republic, 1941, Chapter 13). Accord¬ 
ing to Plato, the conflict among the three parts of the psyche causes disharmony, 
which he very nearly equates with evil. He considers harmony to be the hallmark of 
health and well -being- and even of truth, goodness, and beauty- and harmony is 
considered attainable only through the exercise of reason. Plato’s negative views 
of human appetite and pleasure seeking have become a pervasive and persistent 
aspect of the Hellenic legacy. These views are matched by an equally negative 
view of passion in the Christian legacy as represented by St. Augustine (although 
he did not share the Hellenic glorification ofreason). From the Augustinian point 
of view, passion is bad not so much because it sways us from truth and causes inner 
disharmony as Plato suggested, but because it leads to sin. In the East, by and large, 
the negativity of pleasure seeking follows not so much from its alleged contribu¬ 
tions to sinfulness, but from the insatiable nature of desire and from the consequent 
suffering. 

Modem psychology shares this Western legacy in various ways. Incontempo - 
rary psychology, barring few exceptions, emotion continues to be viewed as a 
generally negative influence on cognition. In the Freudian model, the id, the 
pleasure-seeking part of the tripartite psyche, is perpetually involved in conflict 
with the thinking and conscious ego as well as the conscientious superego. The 
Freudian model ofthe tripartite psyche bears an uncanny similarity with Plato’s 
model, although the id, ego, and the superego are not exactly parallel to Plato’s 
appetitive, spirited, and rational parts ofthe psyche. Freud was perhaps as obsessed 
with the importance ofpleasure seeking as was St. Augustine, although their views 
of the role of religion in this context were diametrically opposed. While for St. 
Augustine passions lead humanity to sin and religion to salvation, for Freud 
(1930/1961) religion is the primary cause ofthe repression of passion and ofthe 
resulting discontent of modem civilization. 

Another persistent theme ofthe Western tradition is the division between soul 
and the body and the view that body is the seat of passions. This soul-body 
dualism may be traced back to its Hellenic roots in the ideas of Pythagoras, and 
also to the Christian tradition from St. Augustine to Descartes. In ancient Greece, 
Plato (1941, p. 305) viewed the psyche as closer to truth and reality than the body. 
By contrast, Aristotle avoided sharply dividing the mind from the body by 
suggesting that beliefs, bodily motions, and physiological changes are inseparable 
components of emotion.’ For Descartes, who sharply separated the soul from the 
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body, passions posed a special problem. On the one hand, he thought that passions 
clearly involve agitation of the body, and yet on the other hand, they seem to be 
inseparable from purely mental phenomena such as perceptions, desires, and 
beliefs. This Cartesian dilemma continues to plague contemporary Western ap¬ 
proaches to emotion. At one end of the psychophysicalist divide, Carl Hempel 
(1935/1949) takes a strictly physicalist position and insists that statements of 
mental events such as “I have a toothache” are meaningful only to the extent to 
which they are reducible to (or translated as) statements of publicly observable 
bodily conditions such as decayed tissue in the tooth. At the other end of the 
spectrum, Jean-Paul Sartre (1939/1984,p. 246) insists that emotion is ineluctably a 
fact of consciousness. Sartre gives a simple example to illustrate his point. A 
person may feel that the grapes up on the vine are highly appetizing, but, on finding 
them hard to reach, may decide that they are “too green.” In such a situation, Sartre 
suggests, the sour taste of the grapes is not conferred chemically, but by “acting 
disgusted, ”2 

Parallel to the differences in the views of emotions as physical versus mental 
events is the distinction between objective versus subjective approaches to emo¬ 
tion. While the objective aspects of emotion, such as bodily changes, are open to 
objective observation andphysicochemical intervention, the subjective aspects are 
open only to verbal description, interpretive analysis, and to communicative 
intervention. The physicalist andmentalist views of emotion are thus paralleled by 
the matchingly different empirical and hermeneutic epistemologies. In the West, 
the physicalist view of emotions was buttressed by the naturalistic perspective 
advanced by Charles Darwin and his followers, among others. 

The Naturalistic Approaches to Emotion 

It is widely- almost universally- accepted that humans are like many other 
species of animals in their emotional reactions to the sight of food, members of the 
opposite sex, danger, sudden changes in the environment, and so on. Charles 
Darwin provided a solid theoretical framework for the comparison of emotional 
expression ofhumans and other animals. A few years after publishing the Origin of 
Species, Darwin (187211965) published The Expression of Emotions in Man and 
Animals. In ithe gave adetailed and systematic account ofthe similarities between 
human and animal expressions of emotion and provided a natural scientific 
explanation of human emotions in that context. His main point was that several 
aspects ofthe expressions of emotion, such as the showing of teeth in anger, have 
functional value in the adaptation and survival ofanimals. Although grinding one’s 
teeth in anger may not have survival value among humans any more, such 
expressions may be understood as a vestige of the evolutionary history of Homo 
sapiens. By providing a biological account of emotional expression, Darwin 
pioneered the natural science approach to the study of emotions. 
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In his attempt to present a natural science approach to psychology, William 
James (1884, 1890/1983)proposed apsychophysiological account ofemotions. 
While emphasizing the role of physiological factors such as increased rate of 
breathing or heartbeat and other visceral changes, James suggested that such 
changes precede, rather than succeed, the conscious awareness of an exciting fact, 
such as the sight of an attacking animal. To put it in his oft-quoted words, “we feel 
sorry because we cry, angry because we strike” (1890/1983,p. 1066), and not vice 
versa. James’s view, often known as the James -Lange theory (after its cocontribu- 
ters), emphasizes the primacy ofbodily changes over the experience or cognition 
of emotion both in chronological order as well as in relative importance. Within 
decades after James’s pioneering work, the physiologist Walter Cannon (1915/ 
1929) tried to show that visceral organs do not play a crucial role in emotions, as 
suggested by James. In his experiments, cats showed typical reactions ofangerand 
fear even after their visceral organs such as the heart, lungs, stomach, liver, and 
others were surgically removed. Cannon held that the seat of emotion was the 
central nervous system, especially the hypothalamus, and not the visceral organs. 
Regardless ofthis shift in the locus, Cannon’s theory, like James’s, hinges on the 
bodily reactions built into the physiological makeup of organisms that are trig¬ 
gered by stimuli to which the organisms have been sensitized during the course of 
evolution. 

Over the past few decades, the naturalistic approach has been advanced in 
the form of various allied perspectives within the natural science paradigm: 
psychoevolutionary (Plutchik, 1970, 1977),electrophysiological (Delgado, 1973), 
neuroendocrinal (Henry, 1986), and so on. Numerous studies have tried to specify 
the physiological, chemical, or electrical correlates of various emotions, and 
several surveys of such studies have been available in specialty books (e.g., 
Leshner, 1977) and textbooks (e.g., Carlson & Hatfield, 1992, Ch. 4) on emotion. 
Recently, Carl Ratner (1989) reviewed and critiqued the naturalistic theories of 
emotion. Asnotedbyhim, andrightly so in my opinion, the naturalistic approaches 
generally stress the universality of emotional reactions within and across species; 
assume the primacy of emotion over cognition; and try to reduce at least the 
naturally given and widely shared “basic” emotions to specific neurophysiologi¬ 
cal or chemical conditions. These features of the naturalistic approach militate 
against the claims to cross-cultural variation in the experience of emotion and of 
cognitive control over emotions claimed by cultural and cognitive constructionist 
theories of emotion. 

Here, as in many controversial issues, the truth may lie in the middle. On the 
one hand, it makes sense to agree with the naturalists in at least one respect: that we 
must recognize that there is a standard neurophysiological infrastructure that 
provides all humans with the basic capacities essential for experiencing emotions. 
On the other hand, the naturalists’ assumption that each basic emotion involves a 
specific chemical or neuroelectrical condition is not supported by studies. For 
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instance, on the basis of his survey of a large number of studies, Leshner (1977) 
concludes that “James’s position that discrete physiological states evoke discrete 
emotions is not supported” (p. 121). Schacterand Singer’s (1962) classic studies 
are instructive in this instance. They injected their experimental subjects with 
specific amounts of epinephrine, a chemical known to induce palpitation, tremor, 
face flushing, and other such physiological conditions commonly observed in 
emotional arousal. Schacter and Singer then exposed their subjects to differing 
experimental conditions: a confederate acting silly in the “euphoria” condition 
versus a confederate complaining about having to write embarrassing question¬ 
naires in the “anger” condition. They found that subjects reported their feelings of 
“joy” or “fury” appropriate to the context to which they were exposed. Although 
Schacter and Singer’s research has been criticized strongly on both methodologi - 
cal and theoretical grounds (Plutchik &Ax, 1967; Maslach, 1979), nevertheless it 
has shown that social and cognitive factors play a key role in the subjective 
experience of emotion regardless of common underlying physical conditions. 

The relative importance ofphysiological conditions versus cognitive factors 
is an issue of continuing debate. Without trying to foreclose that debate, some 
observations may be made at this juncture. As noted by Ratner (1989), although 
biology provides the “potentiating substratum for emotions” (p. 227), “nothing 
in our nature tells us that we will, when we will, or how we will experience these 
emotions” (p. 226; emphasis added). He suggests that “[i]n becoming uncoupled 
from natural stimuli and responses and in becoming associated with socially 
specified stimuli and responses ... the natural basis of infantile ‘emotions’ is 
jettisoned and an entirely new basis is constituted” (p. 226). As we shall see, the 
Indian estheticists also have noted an “uncoupling” ofhuman emotions from their 
natural bodily correlates, although their views are based on entirely different 
premises and have radically different outcomes. Also, the constructivist views of 
emotion are more compatible with the cognitivist implications ofVedanta, which 
makes it particularly relevant to discuss them here. I shall conclude the discussion 
of naturalistic approaches to emotion on this note, and turn to the cognitive 
constructivist and cultural constructionist approaches to emotion. 


The Cognitive, Social, and Cultural Construction of Emotions 

The relationship between cognition and affect has been a matter of continuing 
debate over the past several years. On one side ofthis debate, Robert Zajonc (1980, 
1984) insists that cognition and emotion are two different domains, and that the 
latter has primacy over the former. Prominent on the other side of the debate is 
Richard Lazarus (1984),who claims the primacy ofcognition over emotion. Tome 
such a debate seems singularly sterile and counterproductive, regardless of 
whether primacy of either is claimed in terms of their relative importance, causal 
efficacy, or temporal precedence. In my view, cognition, affect, and conation are 
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convenient fictions that help make sense of the complex construct ofpersonhood, 
rather than separate “real” entities or ontological categories. The trilogy of mind 
may be seen as three complementary aspects in terms of which constructs such as 
“mind” and “personhood” are understood. Like the three “strands” (gunas) of 
Prakrti or the phenomenal world as conceptualized in the Sankhya system, they 
may be viewed as continually “interacting” in the sense that in situations where 
one seems to dominate the others typically recede, but none is completely elimi¬ 
nated or totally absent at any time. It is interesting that, regardless of their 
differences over the primacy ofeither affect or cognition, bothZajonc and Lazarus 
imply that both are present in human experience and behavior at all times. For 
instance, following Inhelder and Piaget, Zajonc (1980) says that “[wjhile feeling 
and thoughts both involve energy and information, the first class of experiences is 
heavier on energy, whereas the second is heavier on information” (p. 154). This 
may be translated in Sankhya terms to mean that sattva gima predominates in 
cognition while the rajas predominates in emotion. Lazarus (1991) speaks in the 
same vein when he approvingly refers to John Gerson, a medieval writer, who 
reportedly argued that “there is no cognition that is not also affection, and no 
affection that does not include cognition; both are interdependent and operate 
together” (p. 130). 

Given the constant and inevitable overlap between cognition and emotion, it 
is hardly a surprise that several contemporary authors provide cognitive formula¬ 
tions of emotion. Lazarus (1991, p. 129) lists over 20 ofthem. Ofthese, Arnold 
(1960), Averill (1980), de Sousa (1980), and Mandler (1984) may be mentioned as 
prominent ones. Here, I wish to refer to selected ideas of Averill insofar as he 
explicitly provides a cognitive constructivist and social constructionist view of 
emotion, which would help connect with the constructionist theme stressed else¬ 
where in this volume. Averill (1980) explains his constructionist view of emotion, 
as follows: 

First, it means that the emotions are social constructions, not biological givens. Second, 
it means that the emotions are improvisations, based on an individual’s interpretation of 
the situation.... [T]he emotions are viewed here as transitory social roles, or socially 
constituted syndromes. The social norms that help constitute these syndromes are 
represented psychologically as cognitive structures or schemata. These structures — like 
the grammar of a language- provide the basis for appraisal of stimuli, the organization 
of responses, and the monitoring of behavior, that is, for the improvisation of emotional 
roles, (p. 306; emphasis original) 

It is important to note here that according to this view, emotions are neither simply 
a physicochemical condition or a state of activation ofthe body, nor are they sets of 
sensory feelings “given inexperience.” They are mainly construals, meanings, or 
interpretations that are “added by the mind.” Although guided by the cognitive 
structures and schemata lodged somewhere within the psychological makeup of 
the person, they are also inextricably embedded in the social context. Averill 
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(1980) explains that by “syndrome” he means “a set of responses that covary in a 
systematic fashion" (p. 307; emphasis added). 1 assume that in emphasizing 
systematic covariation of responses Averill suggests that emotions are part of an 
organization in the society at large where the role relationships are structured, and 
also within the individual where cognition, affect, and conation are structured. As 
suggested by Averill in the above quotation, the specific contribution of cognition 
to emotional experience is the appraisal of the social stimuli and responses in the 
light of social norms appropriate to the situation on hand. 

Here, 1 wish to emphasize that to me it makes good sense to place emotions in 
the context of social roles as Averill does. Most social roles are structured in pairs: 
parent-child, husband-wife, master-servant, teacher-student, ruler-citizen, 
local-stranger, and so on. It is in the mutuality of such paired relationships that 
most of the rights and duties of persons are defined. Rights and duties of persons 
vis-a-vis alter roles, as well as the broader social norms that ostensibly govern a 
person’s conduct in various situations, differ from culture to culture and within 
each culture from time to time. Feelings such as guilt, envy, jealousy, pride, and 
love are invariably shaped by the specific socioculturally defined nature of inter¬ 
personal role relationships. Against this background, Theodore Sarbin (1986), a 
prominent role theorist, has suggested a theory of emotion based on the concept 
of social roles. 

Insofar as they are an integral part of the sociocultural domain, emotions are 
bound to be relative to culture and era. Although as a biological species humans 
share standardized capabilities to feel pleasure, fear, attraction, repulsion, disgust, 
and so on, all such “basic” emotions are nevertheless open to be differently 
molded within the contexts ofintercultural as well as interindividual differences. 
The derived or “social” emotions such as shame and guilt, or “interpersonal” 
emotions such as envy andjealousy are particularly open to differential shaping in 
relation to individual and cultural variation. It should be clear that a young man 
may be less inhibited in the company of his friends in feeling randy and in 
expressing such feelings openly than he would be in the company ofhis parents or 
superiors. The social norms of a stag party are obviously different from those of a 
family or church, and the emotional experience and expression must differ accord¬ 
ingly. Then again such norms differ from culture to culture, from one religious 
group to another. Compare, for instance, the expression of love in art in fresco 
paintings in a medieval Benedictine abbey to that in the Hindu temples of 
Khajuraho famous forits erotic sculptures. Or consider the different ways in which 
divine love may manifest within the same religion: think, for instance, of divine 
love in viewing God as a stem disciplining father, or in viewing Jesus as an 
adorable baby bom in a manger. In certain sects of devotional Hinduism, divine 
love is expressed in many varied forms by placing Lord Kysna in all conceivable 
role relationships. We shall turn to this issue in a later section of this chapter. 

Thinking of emotion in this manner in the cultural context is radically 
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different from the conception of emotion in the context of experimental psychol¬ 
ogy. In Woodworth andSchlosberg’s (1954 ) ExperimentalPsychology, emotion is 
viewed primarily as a pattern of physiological arousal studied objectively in 
decontextualized experimental laboratory situations. The implicit ontology ofthis 
model is physicalist; its epistemology is operationistic; and its implicit praxis is the 
prediction and control of animal and human behavior. Compare against this 
background the following characterization of emotion by Michelle Rosaldo 
(1984), an anthropologist: “Feelings are not substances to be discovered in our 
blood but social practices organized by stories that we enact and tell. They are 
structured by our forms of understanding” (p. 143). Rosaldo’s epistemology is 
clearly hermeneutic and interpretivist, shaped as it is by authors such as Paul 
Ricoeur (1970) and Clifford Geertz (1973), who have taken the “interpretive turn” 
in the philosophy of the social sciences. It is within this pluralist interpretive 
context- as opposed to the context of positivist universalism- that ethnotheories 
of emotion sensitive to cultural differences are constructed. Catherine Lutz (1987), 
another anthropologist working within the interpretive framework, put it this way: 
“Ethnotheories of emotion describe a fundamental and ubiquitous aspect of 
psycho-social functioning. They are used to explain why, when, and how emotion 
occurs, and they are embedded in more general theories of the person, internal 
processes, and social life” (p. 291). 

Rom Harre (1986), who strongly advocates a social constructionist view of 
emotions, rejects the Cartesian ontology, and suggests that emotions occur in the 
conversational reality. The rules of language in “emotion talk” are considered 
important in understanding emotions. Harre and Gillett (1994) note that “Indo- 
Europeans seem to have no place for the emotion the Japanese call ‘amae,’ with a 
display of which an adult Japanese expresses a kind of child-like emotional 
dependency that we would treat as a mark of immaturity” (p. 147). The conversa¬ 
tional context is placed within an interpersonal space, as it were, so emotions need 
not be located within either the mind or the body. In such formulations, dialogue 
between persons is often considered the “primary reality,” and is thereby granted 
ontic status. Later on in this chapter, we shall see how in the tradition of devotional 
religion in India, divine love is thought of as a primary reality, and the feeling of 
love is construed and ways for its transformation devised within the framework of 
distinctive ontological doctrines and cultural ideals. Here, let me turn to Max 
Scheler, who locates emotion in deeper levels of the ego, rather than out in the 
socially shared interpersonal space. 

Max Scheler’s Doctrine of the Deeper Levels of Feeling 

Max Scheler (1874-1928)was a prominent German philosopher who made 
important contributions to the study of emotion as well as to phenomenology, 
sociology of knowledge, and other related fields of study. Although well recog- 
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nized among philosophers, his contributions to the study of emotion have been 
largely ignored by Anglo-American psychologists. His ideas deserve special 
attention in the present work for a variety ofreasons: He is one ofthe rare thinkers 
who (1) developed his views ofemotion in the light ofa serious comparative study 
oflndian and Western thought; (2) focused on the affective aspect ofhuman life as 
a whole with aparticular emphasis on human suffering; (3) systematically exam¬ 
ined the relationship between emotions and the ego; and (4) emphasized the role of 
cognitive appraisal in the experience of emotion with particular reference to 
religious and spiritual meaning and values. A central theme in Scheler’s theory of 
emotion is the classification of emotions in four levels ofthe “depth” of person¬ 
ality (Scheler, 1926/1973; 1916/1974). 3 The following is a schematic presentation 
of Scheler’s levels offeelings adapted from Ted Altar (n.d.) (see Table 5.1). 

According to Scheler, the first, sensorytypQs offeelings are located in specific 
parts of the body; one knows where the pain is, and what organs of the body it 
belongs to, and how far it extends. Such feelings are not attached to the ego 
immediately as are the psychic feelings like sadness and happiness. They are 
attached to my body, rather than to me, as it were. They do not extend in time; there 
is no “prefeeling” in anticipation or “postfeeling” that would linger before or 
after the experience of sensory feelings. Nor are such feelings shared with fellow 
beings. Sensible feelings are producible by the application ofadequate stimuli and 
are removable by the use of narcotics. 

By contrast to the localized sensory feelings, the vital feelings such as feeling 
refreshed, vigorous, or sick, and so on spread vaguely throughout the whole body, 
and are felt at the body’s “particular life center” as it were. According to Scheler, 
the vital feelings regulate life meaningfully, they have afunctional and intentional 
character, and are disturbed by paying attention to them. Next, he describes the 
psychic feelings as immediately self-relating; they are about some object or other 
(such as one’s home, friends, events) and are related to cognitively perceived 
values. They belong to the “psychic ego” (presumably as opposed to the bodily 


Table 5.1 

Scheler’s Four Types of Feelings Graded by Increased “Depth” of Feeling 


Type of feeling 

Examples 

Objects of Value 

1. Sensory feelings 

Pain, tickling, itching, sensual pleasures 

Pleasant/unpleasant 

2. Vital feelings 

Weakness, strength, illness, health, sleepiness, 
etc. 

Noble/base 

3. Psychic feelings 

Sorrow, joy, sadness, happiness, euphoria, 
etc. 

Just/unjust, beautiful/ugly 

4. Spiritual feelings 

Blissfulness, despair, peace of mind, etc. 

Personal worth, pangs of 
conscience 
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ego), and as such are thought of as the “pure feelings of the ego.” Unlike sensory 
pain that may disappear or vital feelings that may be disturbed when one pays 
attention to them, psychic pain tends to grow when attended to. In Scheler’ s view, it 
makes sense to say that at times the psychic feelings are felt to be close to or at a 
greater distance from the ego. Thus, one could say “I am sad,” thereby expressing 
sadness closer to the ego than in saying “I feel sad.” 

Scheler places the purely spiritual metaphysical, or religious feelings such as 
happiness, despair, security, pangs ofconscience, peace, and the like at the deepest 
level. They relate to the person as an indivisible whole. According to Scheler, bliss 
and despair are the correlates of the moral values; they are religious feelings par 
excellence. They are not subject to arbitrary change; they are unconditioned and 
unalterable by any acts of will. Nor are they related to special areas of a person's 
existence, such as his or her society, friends, vocation, and the like. They permeate 
the entire range of experience and correlate with the moral value of our personal 
being. 

Scheler’s approach clearly implies the mind-body distinction; while the first 
two levels can be easily assigned to the lived experience of the embodied person, 
the next two can be placed in the psychic, social/conversational, and/or spiritual 
domains. Insofar as Scheler connects emotions to values, he implies the impor¬ 
tance of the role of appraisal within a sociomoral context. In that respect, his 
approach resembles the cognitive and social constructionist theories ofemotion. It 
stands out as remarkably different from any other commonly known modem 
Western approach to emotion in emphasizing the role of affect in the “inner” 
reaches of the ego, and in suggesting a domain of affect beyond intentional states 
of the mind. As we shall soon see, it is in this regard that Scheler’s ideas make a 
connection with the Indian approaches. 

Scheler says little about the removal ofhuman suffering; he does not propose 
any techniques to help cope with the negative sideofemotions. Yethe makes some 
broad comparisons between typical Western and Indian ways oftrying to eliminate 
suffering. Western ways, Scheler notes, involve eliminating from the world the 
external causes of suffering by such means as technology, hygiene, therapy, 
organization of the community, and so on. By contrast, the Indian-Buddhist 
approach, he observes, aims at eliminating such internal sources of suffering as the 
drives and the thirst that reside within the soul (Scheler 1916/1974,p. 145). Scheler 
asks if the main feature of the Buddhist approach might be thought to be “the 
withdrawing ofselffxom the causal connection of act and existence” (p. 148). 
Insofar as the Buddha denied the existence ofthe self, Scheler’s conjecture about 
the nature of the Buddhist technique for the elimination of suffering is somewhat 
off the mark. Nevertheless, 1 think he is right in characterizing typical Indian 
approaches as involving a withdrawal from the external world into the innermost 
sanctum ofthe mind. This is at least true ofthe practice of Yoga, which the Buddha 
had incorporated in his Eightfold Path. This brings us to the system of Sankhya- 
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Yoga and its technique of “isolating” the self-as-enjoyer-suffererfrom the daily 
involvement in the affairs of the external world. 


The Self as Enjoyer-Sufferer: 

The Views of Sankhya, Yoga, and Vedanta 

The concern for suffering in human life and the search for ways for its remedy 
have been central themes ofthe Indian culture for millennia. These themes parallel 
the concern for sinfulness ofhuman nature and the striving for redemption that are 
central to Christianity. The first of the four noble truths of Buddhism is that 
suffering exists, and another is that suffering originates in self-centered desire. The 
main objective of Buddhism, then, is to overcome desire and thereby remove 
suffering. Similarly, the complete annihilation of suffering is the central goal ofthe 
Sankhya system, which is one ofthe oldest systems oflndian thought. Its concepts 
are traced to pre-Buddhist Upanisads such as the Chandogya Upanisad. The twin 
systems of Sankhya and Yoga on the one hand and the various schools of 
Buddhism on the other are believed to have developed through mutual influence 
for centuries before the Sankhya and Yoga philosophies were systematized in sets 
of aphorisms probably around the first couple centuries ofthe Christian era. Except 
for the materialist Carvakas, most systems oflndian thought share the view that 
human suffering results from the insatiable nature ofhuman desires. This view has 
deeply shaped typical Indian theories ofthe affective aspect ofhuman life regard¬ 
less of differences among them on various matters. Buddhism, for instance, has 
always denied the existence ofthe self, while the Sankhya, Yoga, and Vedanta 
systems have conceived of a Self (purusa, atman) that lies beyond pleasure and 
pain. Yet they all share the assumption ofthe insatiability of desires. It is therefore 
necessary to examine the notion of the insatiability of desires before examining 
the Sankhya, Yogic, and Vedantic views of self and affect. 

The Insatiability of Desires and the Resultant Suffering 

As noted in Chapter 3, the Vedantists share the view ofthe human condition 
widely held in India that, on the whole, the amount of suffering in life exceeds that 
of pleasures. The 17th-century saint-poet Tukaram expressed the idea in a single 
pithy line: “Upon searching one finds but a grain ofhappiness, and alas, there’s a 
mountain ofsuffering.” 4 The negativity ofthis assessment resembles the lament of 
Job in the Old Testament, who loses his property, family, and health for apparently 
no sin on his part: the amount of suffering in life far exceeds that ofhappiness. 
However, unlike in the case of Job in the Bible, the predominant issue in the Indian 
context is not whether humans suffer disproportionately when compared with their 
wrongdoing and whether God is fair and just in distributing happiness and misery, 
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but rather, the negative assessment ofthe balance sheet is based on the specific idea 
that human expectations always exceed the levels of actual gain, no matter how 
great the gain or success might be. Throughout the centuries, this idea has been 
conveyed more often in a tacit way through poems, myths, legends, and so on, than 
explicitly through theoretical analysis and argument. 

The story of King Yayati in the epic Mahabharata poignantly illustrates the 
idea ofthe insatiability of human desires. Yayati’s desires could not be satisfied 
despite the help of enormous power, abundant wealth, and beautiful women. 
Cursed by a man whose wife he desires, Yayati attained old age too soon, losing his 
ability to enjoy life. As a result, he begged his grown sons to lend him their youth, 
so thathe would continue enjoying. Obliged by his youngest son, Yayati continued 
his pleasure seeking for a long time, but still could not feel contented. Like the 
billionaire Howard Hughes of our own times, he could not find happiness despite 
the wealth and the best comforts and beauties that wealth and power could buy. So 
persistent is the theme ofthe insatiability of human desires in the Indian culture 
that the story of Yayati has inspired novelists to recycle the theme in contemporary 
literature. Indeed, it is tempting to suggest that a “Yayati Complex” is as central a 
feature ofthe Indian civilization as Freud thought the Oedipus complex was forthe 
whole ofhumanity. The central idea ofthe story of Yayati is beautifully expressed 
in words attributed to him in a single short stanza ofAdiparva (75.49), a section of 
the epic Mahabharata It may be paraphrased in English as follows: “Human 
desires can never be completely sated by means of objects of pleasure; instead 
they get stronger like fire flared by fuel.” The same idea is repeated in the same 
words in the Manu Smrti (2.94), an influential code of Hindu ethics (see Manu, 
1886/1971, p. 47). 

In his commentary on the Bhagavad-Gita, B. G. Tilak (1915/1971) has 
discussed the idea of the insatiability of desires while comparing typical Indian 
ideas of happiness and misery with parallel notions in Western thought. While 
explaining the significance ofthe story ofYayati and the theme itrepresents, Tilak 
refers to an idea attributed to Schopenhauer, namely that a person is happy to the 
degree to which his or her expectations are fulfilled. Tilak expresses this idea 
mathematically as a fraction obtained by dividing the quantity of enjoyment by 
that of expectations. He adds that the result of this division must always be a 
fraction of diminishing value, because expectations always tend to grow faster 
than actual gains. As Tilak points out, there are modem Western parallels to such 
old Indian ideas. Note, for instance, that William James expressed a similar idea 
about two decades before Tilak penned his formula. According to James (1890/ 
1983, p. 296), a person’s self-esteem may be computed by the formula: 

Self-esteem = (Success Pretensions) 

The same general idea has been followed up in various ways in more recent times. 
For instance, in their famous studies ofthe American soldiers in the second World 
War, S. A. Stouffer and his associates (1949) found that the level of satisfaction 
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among soldiers didnot depend so much on their actual gains (e.g., salary, benefits, 
promotions, working conditions, etc.), as it did on who they compared themselves 
with and how. Soldiers in various units often compared themselves with groups 
who, in their eyes, were doing better, and as a result even the most well-paid ones 
felt dissatisfied with their conditions. Stouffer coined the term relative deprivation 
to describe this phenomenon. The concept of relative deprivation has since been 
developed into a theory with broad applications in the fields of personality and 
social psychology (Runciman, 1966). 

The concept of relative deprivation implies that whether w efeel satisfied or 
dissatisfied depends on our appraisal of our own conditions vis-a-vis persons or 
groups (often called reference groups) with whom we choose to compare our¬ 
selves. A parallel theme in social psychology is presented in Leon Festinger’s 
(1954) theory of social comparison processes. A common observation in this 
connection is that people often choose the context of comparison that makes them 
“feel good” in comparison, so to speak. Yet, paradoxically, the theory of relative 
deprivation suggests that the opposite is also true in certain conditions. The 
common Indian take on this paradox is that it is possible to compare “down” as 
well as “up” on common scales of comparison, but more often than not we tend 
to compare with those up the ladder. Thus, a person who has no house to live in 
looks at the one who lives in a hut, who in turn compares him- or herself with the 
owner of a mansion, the mansion owner wants a bigger and better mansion, or ten 
or a thousand of them, and so on. 

There is an old Indian legend that when Alexander the Great conquered the 
Punjab province oflndia, he thought that he had conquered the whole world, and 
wept for there was no more land left to conquer. Then there is another story that 
having heard that some great sage lived in the mountains, Alexander ordered his 
men to go bring the sage to him. Since the sage refused to come, the emperor 
went to him instead. Exultant in his triumph and glory, Alexander offered to give 
the sage whatever he wished for. The sage asked for nothing except for the emperor 
to move away, so that the sage could continue basking in the sun. The fact that the 
same story is told with a Greek cynic replacing an Indian yogi should not distract us 
from the point of the story. The point is that such legends convey the value of 
attaining an inner source of contentment that makes little of the greatest worldly 
gains. 

It is of course possible to criticize this idea by saying that it represents a 
“sour grapes” attitude toward worldly pleasures and glory. Alternatively, the 
putative value of the so-called inner contentment might be thought of as “sweet 
lemons.” It is often said that the pitiable economic conditions of contemporary 
India are the result of an attitude of disdain for worldly glory fostered over 
centuries by various schools of thought and religious sects. Yet it is also noted, 
paradoxically, that Hinduism is probably the only religion that flagrantly encour¬ 
ages the worship ofthe Goddess ofWealth (LaksmT) and flaunts erotic sculpture in 
temples. Also, a Hindu apologist might point out that one of the traditional 



256 


CHAPTER 5 


definitions of dharma (sometimes loosely translated as “religion”) is “that which 
helps attain both, worldly prosperity (abhyadaya) as well as ultimate good beyond 
prosperity (nihireyasa). ” 5 It may also be noted that although the ancient Vedic 
tradition, particularly the Mimamsa school, has emphasized the pursuit of plea¬ 
sures in the “other world” (svarga, or heaven), many other schools have suggested 
ways of annihilating suffering here and now, not in a possible future world. Indeed, 
the disdain for otherworldly pleasures is cultivated in the early Upanisads. A story 
from the ancient Katha Upanisad, narrated in Chapter 2 ofthis volume, illustrates 
this point. 

Naciketas, it may be recalled, was not satisfied with the promise of all kinds of 
pleasures on earth and in heaven because they were impermanent. The point ofthe 
story is that neither pleasures nor suffering last forever; they follow one another in 
endless cycles as surely as economic upturns and downturns. Similarly, birth 
follows death, and the cycle of samsara perpetuates, with the balance sheet 
running more in the red than black. It is believed that what keeps the cycle going 
endlessly is the inevitability ofthe consequences of action, or karma, whereby no 
one can escape enjoying or suffering as appropriate. The individual, as anenjoyer- 
sufferer, is sometimes viewed as a hapless rider tied willy-nilly to a vehicle made 
of accumulated seeds of past karma that keeps hurtling from past to present to 
future (Dasgupta, 19244973, p. 103). This view ofthe world stands in sharp 
contrast with the Western ideal of progress, which is often believed to be perpetual 
and always moving from good to better within the mundane sphere (Bury, 19321 
1960). At the cosmological level, the idea of progress is complemented by the 
notion oftime’s arrow: the notion that time, like evolution, inevitably moves only 
from the past to the present to the future (Blum, 1962). At the social level, the 
counterpart ofthe idea ofprogress is to think in terms ofutopias. At the individual 
level, its counterpart is the notion of self-actualization. While Aristotle may be 
identified as the originator ofthe concept of self-actualization, implying perpetual 
progress ofthe individual, Maslow (1954/1970a) is one ofits prominent advocates 
in contemporary psychology. In the Indian tradition, by contrast, time is viewed as 
cyclical (Deshpande, 1979). Society is also said to move in cycles, each cycle 
going into four stages of worsening decay. At the individual level, life is seen as 
going through a perpetual cycle of birth and death in which suffering exceeds 
happiness. Nevertheless, the saving grace ofsuch an apparently pessimistic view is 
thatapermanentendto suffering is envisaged. The Sankhya is clearly asystemthat 
puts the permanent annihilation of suffering as its central goal. That is the system to 
which we now turn. 

The Sankhya View of Suffering and Its Permanent Removal 

The Sankhya Karika is a book of aphorisms composed by Tsvarakrsna to 
summarize the principles of the Sankhya system that were passed on to him from 
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Figure 5.1. The Safikhya view of the three types of suffering. 


its originator, Kapila, through a succession of teachers and students. 6 This text 
begins with a statement to the effect that, insofar as there exists threefold suffering, 
there is desire to know the means for counteracting it. Figure 5.1 schematically 
represents the Sankhya conception of the three types of suffering. The first type 
involves suffering arising from external physical factors, such as other humans, 
animals, reptiles, and the like. According to Vacaspati Misra, 7 one of the chief 
commentators of the Sankhya Kcirika, the pain caused by attacking persons, 
animals, or reptiles can be removed by physical means, such as scaring them by 
raising a stick, or by counterattacking, and so on. The second type of suffering 
(adhidaivika) arises from a different type of external factors, such as demons or 
deities. Such suffering maybe averted by wearing amulets or chanting mantras to 
ward offthe demons, orby offering sacrifices to the deities and praying to the gods. 
We shall ignore here the reference to demons and the shamanist practices to 
counter them, since it sounds repugnant in the light of the worldview of science, 
and shall look at the idea ofpraying to the gods. It appears that prayers to the gods 
are mentioned simply because it was common among people to use them; in 
principle, prayers would be irrelevant to the Sankhya system because, unlike the 
followers oftheistic Mimamsa system, they neither believed in gods nor aspired to 
seek a place in the heaven. From the Sankhya viewpoint, even if prayers were 
effective, a place in the heaven would be temporary, and hence useless in view of 
the system’s avowed goal ofeliminating suffering once and for all. Like Naciketas 
in the Katha Upanisad mentioned before, the Sankhyas sought a radical and 
permanent solution to the problem of suffering, and they claim to have found one. 
The idea of the permanent eradication of suffering would sound quixotic to 
Western ears, but it would be interesting to examine what it means. 

As mentioned above, Scheler had noted that the Buddhist way ofdealing with 
suffering was by altering conditions internal to the person, not by controlling 
nature or other such external means, which are emphasized in the West. Indeed, the 
Sankhya system does not aim at killing attacking animals or exorcising haunting 
demons as a means oferadicating suffering. Its focus is on dealing with suffering of 
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the third category named above, namely that “pertaining to the self.” In his 
commentary on the Sankhya aphorisms, Vacaspati Misra clarifies thatthe suffering 
“pertaining to the self’ arises from two types of internal sources: one from the 
body and the other from the mind. Of these, bodily pain is believed to result from 
factors such as the imbalance of bodily humors, and could be alleviated by 
ingesting medicine. By the time Ts'varakrsna composed the Sankhya aphorisms, 
Ayurveda, India’s indigenous medical system, was already well established. In 
fact, it even included therapy for psychological problems (Weiss, 1977). But the 
mental suffering that the Sankhyas sought to remedy was neither of the psycho- 
pathological variety, nor of the garden variety, such as that arising from affective 
reactions like hunger and lust. Instead, their focus was on suffering arising from 
misconstrued notions of selfhood that are congenital among all mortals, but are 
removable through the right insight. To understand what that means, itis necessary 
to look at the basic concepts of the Sankhya system and examine some relevant 
aspects of their worldview. 

The Sankhya system postulates two distinct ontological categories: Purusa, 
which is pure consciousness, and Prakrti which Larson and Bhattacharya (1987, p. 
23) have called “primordial materiality.” Although conceived as a single category, 
the termpurusa refers collectively to innumerable distinct centers of awareness, or 
individual “souls.” The fundamental characteristic of purusa is sentience, or the 
capacity for experiencing objects and events. Inandofthemselves, thepurusas do 
not act; they are passive witnesses to what goes on in the domain of Prakrti The 
very purpose of Prakrti is said to be to become the object of experience or 
“enjoyment” (bhoga) for the purusas and thereby bind them within its domain, 
and to release (apavarga) them from its bonds so that they can remain in the state of 
“isolation” (kaivalya). As noted in Chapter 3, Prakrti is said to be composed of 
three continually interacting components or “strands” (gunas), namely sattva 
(intelligibility, “enlightenment,” or lightness), rajas (activity, energy ), and tamas 
(inertia, resistance, and darkness). By their very nature, these strands continually 
supercede one another; one dominates while the others recede, thereby accounting 
for the constant changes in the domain of mind and matter. 

How and why the phenomenal world of Prakrti keeps changing, or why the 
passively witnessing /u/77<msgotinvolved with events in the changing world in the 
first place, are knotty issues in Sankhya theory (Dasgupta, 1922/1975, Vol. l,p. 
247). It is believed that the normally incessant changes in the domain ofPrakrti are 
temporarily arrested during the cosmic phase ofdissolution (pralaya). During this 
quiescent phase, there is a corresponding cessation of experience of all individual 
purusas. But this phase ends in its course, and a new phase of evolution is said to 
begin. According the Sankhya cosmogony, the first evolute ofthe contact between 
purusa and Prakrti is called mahat, or “intellect” (buddhi). This, in turn, gives rise 
first to egoity (ahamkdra) in thepurusas, which manifests in a persistent tendency 
toward self-preservation and self-assertion of individual beings. From egoity 
evolves mentation (manus, or mind), which in turn generates the sensory and 
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motor organs encased in abody. Such is the account oforigination ofthe embodied 
existence ofpersonhood according to the Sankhya theory. In this state of embodi¬ 
ment, a person is said to be endowed with four pairs of mutually opposing 
predispositions leading to either merit or demerit, knowledge or ignorance, attach¬ 
ment or detachment, power or impotence. 8 

It should be clear that the Sankhya system conceives of persons as endowed 
with powers to choose between right and wrong, action and inaction. There is no 
doubt whatsoever that the basic subject matter of Sankhya is persons as ethically 
responsible beings. Moreover, in Sankhya, as in Yoga, the events in the universe 
are assumed to strictly follow the laws of cause and effect and conservation of 
energy (see Dasgupta, 1922/1975, Vol. l,pp. 254—255).It is implicit that individ¬ 
uals are “free” to go on either side of the predispositions: right versus wrong, 
attachment versus detachment. But once the choice is made, the appropriate 
consequences must follow. Strict lawfulness is supposed to apply in the moral 
domain as well as the nonmoral; merit and demerit necessarily follow from right or 
wrong action, respectively. Responsibility for action is assumed to be built in into 
the cosmic order. By the same token, the three components or “strands” ofPrakpi, 
which are ingrained in all psychophysical phenomena, interact in a strictly lawful 
fashion. There are distinct affective qualities associated with the three strands 
(gunas). When the sattva predominates, one feels pleasure; sorrow and depression 
are experienced when rajas and tamas are predominant, respectively. 

As conceptualized in the Sankhya system, feelings are an integral and 
indivisible aspect ofthe three components ofPrakrti, which accounts for psycho¬ 
physical existence ofhuman beings. Although the Sankhya system distinguishes 
between suffering at the physical and mental levels, there is neither a dichotomous 
division between mind and body, nor a problem of interaction between them. As 
noted by Dasgupta (1922/1975), “Feelings are .., the things-in-themselves, the 
ultimate substances ofwhich consciousness and gross matter are made up.... [In] 
Sankhya analysis,. .. thought and matter are but two different modifications of 
certain subtle substances ...” (Vol. 1, p. 243). The implication of this view for 
theorizing about emotions should be clear. From the Sankhya viewpoint, there is 
no need to quarrel over the role of physical or bodily activation versus mental or 
cognitive components of emotional experience. Each strand ofPraktri contributes 
to the experience and behavior ofthe person; cognition, affect, and conation result 
from the combined interactive functioning ofthe three strands. This conception of 
the interaction and mutual convertibility of the three strands of Praktri sharply 
contrasts with the dichotomous conception of mind and body, which creates the 
problem of interactionism. Moreover, unlike in the Cartesian scheme where the 
self, mind, and consciousness are equated in the conception of “Tame” (soul), in 
Sankhya, as in Yoga, mental events such as thinking, imagining, and remembering 
are considered modifications ofthe “inner instrument” (antahkarana) composed 
of the intellect, the ego, and the mind, and not of purusa, the true Self. 

According to Sankhya,mistakenly identifies itselfwiththe conditions 
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of the inner instrument, and considers itself happy, sad, depressed, and so on 
depending on the conditions of the three strands of which the mind and body are 
composed. As long as that mistaken identification continues, one rides the roller 
coaster of affect, feeling happy for some time and sorry or depressed later on, and 
back again, in endless cycles. It is possible, however, for the individual to use the 
inherent capacity for knowledge or correct discrimination, and to realize that true 
selfhood involves being the uninvolved witness, as purusa is in its nascent state. 
When this insight dawns, purusa returns to its nascent condition beyond the ever- 
changing domain of Praktri, never again to return to the sorrowful experience of 
mundane life. 

This implies that the end of suffering involves going beyond both pleasure 
and pain, elation and depression. Such is the ideal state of the “isolation” 
(kaivalyn), according to Sarikhya. What happens to the person who attains this 
state? According to Sahkhya Karika (aphorism 67), untouched by sorrow, the 
person continues to live through the remaining days of the course of the life cycle 
just as a potter’s wheel continues to turn for some time after the goal of making a 
pot is accomplished. But when the person dies, there is no return once again to the 
cycle of birth and death; the individual has attained release from samsara, the 
wheel of life and death. 

If someone appreciates this Sahkhya worldview and wishes to attain its ideal, 
how should one proceed? The Sankhya Karika (64) very briefly suggests that one 
should study the [right] principles, dispel all erroneous notions about selfhood, and 
rid oneself of egoism. In his commentary on this aphorism, Vacaspati Misra 
explains that what one should get rid of is the notion that I am the one who knows 
this or does that. To put it in the language ofGreenwald (1980) mentioned in the 
previous chapter, one must give up “beneffectance,” i.e., the tendency to take 
credit for success, avoid blame for one’s failures, and insist that what I know must 
be right. This is more easily said than done, and the primary sources of Sahkhya do 
not provide a more elaborate guideline of how to proceed. In this regard, the Yoga 
system ofPatanjali complements the Sahkhya system by providing a guideline for 
the step-by-step application of its principles. 

Patanjali’s Yoga: On “Isolating” the Self 

Patanjali’s Yoga is widely recognized as the theistic Sarikhya since it builds 
on the conceptual framework without changing anything except for the addition 
of the concept oflsvara or “God.” Despite its recognition of God, the theism of 
Yoga hardly prompts worship and other forms of expression of affect as does the 
theology ofRupa Gosvami and others who will be considered later in this chapter. 
After all,the God ofPatanjali’s Yoga(1.24) is not viewed inapersonal form, but 
rather as a special purusa who is untouched by “afflicted” forms of karma, i.e., by 
actions that are tainted by emotional involvement (raga, dvesa) that bind him to the 
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unending chain of actions and their consequences. At any rate, the relevance of 
Yoga for this chapter is threefold. First, Yoga, like Sankhya conceives ofthe Self 
(purusa) in terms of a transcendent state that lies beyond pain and pleasure, which 
makes it relevant to the topic on hand, namely the connection between self and 
affect. Second, although neither Yoga nor Sankhya provide an elaborate account of 
various emotions, they nevertheless focus on the affective aspect of life while 
aiming at the individuals’ release from suffering. As I hope to clarify in greater 
detail in the remainder of this section, the overall strategy of both Sankhya and 
Yoga is to focus not on the objects of desire, but on the subject who desires them. 
Third, Yoga explicitly recommends that one should withdraw attention from 
external objects, systematically dilute the affective bond that ties the selfto various 
objects, and draw attention increasingly inward till one reaches the purusa at the 
center of awareness. Let me explain what I mean. 

It is important to note at the outset that Patanjali (1.12) clearly identifies two 
principal means to the Yogic goal ofthe “isolation” (kaivalya) ofthe Self (purusa) 
from its entanglement in the World (Prakrti): first, relentless effort (abhyasa), and 
second, nonattachment (vairagya). It is my impression that many writings on Yoga 
do not adequately emphasize the role of detachment in the attainment of this goal. 
The Sanskrit term vairagya means indifference to worldly objects as opposed to 
love or hatred for them. To put it in the terminology ofWestem psychology, what 
the cultivation of detachment means is the dilution ofthe affective bond that joins 
the selfto objects in the world. What is at stake is the relationship ofthe person 
with everything that is loved in self-love, as William James (1890/1983, pp. 302- 
307) put it. That includes all kinds ofthings in the physical, social, and psychologi¬ 
cal domain that "have thepower to produce in a stream ofconsciousness excite¬ 
ment of a certain peculiar sort’’ (p. 304; italics original). In psychoanalytic 
terminology, the Yogic idea ofdetachment may be translated asdecathexis insofar 
as cathexis implies the investment of affect or libidinal energy on objects. In the 
terminology ofthe self psychology of Kohut (1971) and others, detachment 
requires major realignment ofthe self with “selfobjects,” i.e., with persons who 
are so important to us (such as parents, caregivers, closest friends) in providing 
emotional stability that they almost become parts of ourselves. 

Inhis famous paper on the self, C. H. Cooley (1902/1968) said: “Idonotmean 
that the feeling aspect ofthe self is necessarily more important than any other, but 
that it is the immediate and decisive sign and proof of what the ‘I’ is; there is no 
appeal from it...” (p. 87). I think it is in the same spirit that the Yoga system views 
love and hate (raga, dvesa) as the immediate products of the ego (asmita) bom 
from the unwitting association of self-as-subject (See-er, or drastd with seeing 
and other proceeses ofthe mind. Cooley goes on to say that “the feeling itself does 
not go unaltered” (p. 87), and James (1890/1983) declares that everything that is 
included in self-love is relatively “transient, liable to be taken up or dropped at 
will” (p. 307). In my view, the method of self-transformation recommended by 
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Patanjali’s Yoga includes a variety of specific measures to systematically and 
willfully weaken one’s affective ties with the world around. Note, for instance, the 
various restraints listed in the very first steps in the eight steps to Yoga recom¬ 
mended by Patanjali (see Table 5.2). They require that aperson wishing to pursue 
the path of Yoga refrain from causing injury to anyone and from theft, lust, and 
avarice. All this means that one learns not to hate anyone or anything and not to 
yearn for anything. This does not mean necessarily that one must “drop out” from 
society altogether in order to be able to practice Yoga. It means, nevertheless, that 
one must learn to be affectively neutral. 

Learning to abstain from likable things and activities is certainly not unique to 
Yoga; monastic practices in all kinds ofreligious and spiritual disciplines recom¬ 
mend or require abstinence. Moreover, refraining from pleasurable objects and 
activities at least for some time is useful- even required- in all kinds of pursuits, 
whether educational, commercial, or military. Consider, for instance, the student, 
the merchant, or soldier, who must forgo weekend parties and outings in order to 
pass a test, complete a sale, or win a battle. Moreover, affective neutrality is 
recommended even for a scientist. The Yogic discipline, however, goes much 
further than that. It requires the adept to withdraw attention from all intentional 
objects, loved or hated, strongly or even mildly, and turn inward, focusing 
attention on its contents. Inspirit, this maneuver is similar to St. Augustine’s call to 
look inside the soul where, he claimed, lies the truth. The Yogic strategy follows 
this inward direction, and asks its followers to reach right down to the very center 
of awareness. Moreover, according to Yoga, as with Sankhya, what lies at the 
center is not the center of volition, as Erikson would conceive of it, or a knower or 
thinker as Kant and James, respectively, thought it; it is, rather, the changeless, 
purely sentient Self (purusa). According to Kapila’s Sankhya aphorisms (6.6-10), 
the Self is untouched by pain as well as pleasure (see Garbe, 1884A987, pp. 270- 
272). According to Patanjali’s Yoga, one emancipates oneself from the recurrent 
cycles of pleasure and pain when one withdraws attention fully from the world of 


Table 5.2 

The Eight Steps to Yoga Recommended by Patanjali 

1. Restraints (yama): abstaining from injury, falsehood, theft, lust, and avarice 

2. Observances (niyama): cleanliness, contentment, self-control, study, devotion 

3. Posture (asana): stable and comfortable 

4. Breathing exercises (pranayama): help stabilize the mind 

5. Withdrawal of the senses from their objects (pratyahara): “introspection” 

6. Concentration (dhafana): pegging the mind to an object 

7. Contemplation (dhyana): slowing and “homogenizing” thoughts 

8. “Altered states of consciousness” (samadhi): a series of “altered states” 
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objects as well as one’s ongoing thoughts and discovers the Self as the center of 
awareness. 

The Advaita Vedantic View of the Blissful Atman 

There is an interesting similarity between the increasingly deeper levels of 
emotion suggested by Scheler and the successive inner layers ofpersonhood oijiva 
as described in the Advaita Vedantic model (compare Table 5.1 earlier in this 
chapter with Fig. 3.1 inChapter 3). The sensory feelings in Scheler’s model belong 
to the outer or bodily layer of the jiva, and the vital feelings to the second inner 
layer of “vital breath” and other bodily functions. The psychic feelings ofthe third 
layer in Scheler’s model correspond with the “mental” and “cognitive” layers, 
which are third and fourth layers of the jiva respectively. Further, there is an 
uncanny resemblance between Scheler and Advaita Vedantic models in that both 
place the blissfulness in the deepest layers. But unlike with Scheler, who places 
blissfulness as well as despair on the same fourth level, the blissfulness of the 
Atman described in Advaita Vedanta is not on a par with despair, but at a still 
“deeper” level close to the center of awareness. Whether Scheler and Advaita 
Vedantists count four levels or five is ofcourse not important; theorists are free to 
construct models with an arbitrarily chosen number oflayers. What is important is 
that Scheler and Advaita Vedanta assign different meaning to terms such as 
blissfulness. For Scheler, bliss seems to mean a highly affective state placed at the 
positive pole ofthe continuum, while suffering is placed at the opposite pole. By 
contrast, the Advaita Vedantic term ananda, which is usually translated as bliss, 
suggests a highly valued experience without implying a positive affect as opposed 
to a negative one. In Advaita Vedanta, the goal is to reach out to a zone beyond the 
dialectics of pleasure versus pain, happiness versus suffering. 

In Sankhya and Yoga, the end of suffering is said to occur when a person 
withdraws attention from the object pole of intentional consciousness into the 
subject pole and experiences a nonintentional state of consciousness. Advaita 
Vedanta is like Sankhya Yoga in accepting the bipolarity ofthe ordinary states of 
consciousness and in aiming to withdraw attention from the object pole to the 
subject pole. However, there is some difference between the Sankhya and Advaita 
Vedantic views ofthe self and of self-realization. While both Sankhya and Advaita 
Vedanta claim the Selfto be beyond pleasure and pain, the Advaita Vedantists view 
it as blissful in nature. However, in the Sankhya Sutra (5.66), Kapila says that the 
Upanisadic account of blissfulness (ananda) is merely figurative (see Garbe, 
1884/1987). The cessation ofpain in self-realization is nevertheless highly valued 
in Sankhya, since in ordinary experience pleasure is believed to be tinged by 
previous, concomitant, or later pain. It may be recalled that, as noted in Chapter 2, 
the Upanisads describe the blissfulness of the Atman —Brahman as 100 quintillion 
times higher than the highestjoy of a well-endowed human being. Yet Sankhya, a 
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rigorous nondualist, is known to downplay such glowing accounts ofthe hallowed 
state, since the Self is understood to be completely beyond pleasure and pain; it 
cannot be characterized in either positive or negative terms. 

Regardless ofsuch differences, the Sankhya Yoga, as well as Advaita Vedan- 
tic systems, consider the ego (asmita, cihcimkara) rather than the Selftobethe seat 
of pleasure and pain. The Advaita Vedantic system equates the enj oyer-sufferer 
with the self-as-knower and self-as-agent. The basic argument is that it is only the 
ego equipped with cognitive capacities that can know the difference between 
pleasure and pain and do something to avoid pain and seek pleasure. Pleasure and 
pain, happiness and misery, are all matters of cognitive construction, and so is the 
ego, which is usually mistaken for the true Self. As noted in the previous chapter, if 
one performs meditation as prescribed by Advaita Vedanta, the ego is cognitively 
deconstructed. When it is realized that the true Self is uotthe creature that believed 
itself to be a knower and agent, there is no one left to do something, know whether 
the results are good or bad, and thereby feel pleasure or pain. So, according to 
Advaita Vedanta, a successful program of meditation dissolves the ego, and thus 
transcends both pleasure and pain. 

As noted recently by SudhirKakar (1991, p. 7), Ramakrishna Paramahamsa 
(1836-1886), the famous saint ofCalcutta, often used to repeat the metaphor ofthe 
salt doll immersed in the Ocean to convey the notion ofthe dissolution ofthe ego. 
Kakar suggests that Ramakrishna’s biographer Romain Rolland described the 
experience following the dissolution of the ego as the “oceanic feeling” for its 
lack ofperceptible limits. Kakar also suggests that Freud picked up this expression 
from Rolland’s letterto him. At any rate, some critics ofthis Advaitic notion ofthe 
“dissolution of the ego” find the result rather unattractive. What is the point in 
getting dissolved into an insipid condition that takes away pleasure along with pain 
and suffering? Several Indian thinkers who prefer the path of devotion over the 
Advaita Vedantists’ path of knowledge take a radically different approach to the 
conceptualization of the nature of emotion. Not only do they turn to the drama¬ 
turgical model, which inquired deeply into the causes of emotions, but they also 
aim at the perpetuation of a sense of selfhood so as to become immersed in the 
blissful love for God. In the remainder of the chapter, I wish to discuss first the 
dramaturgical approach to the study of emotion and the path of devotion, which 
constructs a theory of self and affect based on the dramatical model. 


Emotion According to the Dramaturgical 
and Aesthetic Theories of India 

In the Indian tradition, major contributions to the study ofemotion came from 
aesthetics. What makes it particularly relevant to psychology is the discussion of 
various “causes” ofemotion as portrayed in drama. Another common theme that 
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allows meaningful comparison of Indian thought with modem psychology is an 
issue they faced in common, namely, the controlling of emotions, either to 
minimize their negative impact or to maximize their positive contribution to life. 
The following discussion emphasizes these points in selectively summarizing the 
relevant aspects of the vast literature on Indian and comparative dramatics and 
aesthetics. 

Emotion and the Experience of Art 

A systematic analysis ofthe nature ofemotion is found in an ancient Sanskrit 
text , Natyaiastra, meaning the science of dramatics. It was composed by Bharata 
(often called Bharatamuni) sometime between 5th century before the beginning of 
the Common Era and the first two centuries after it. This work is widely known 
through an important commentary, the AbhinavabhciratTby Abhinvagupta (ca. 
990-1020Xsee Bharatamuni, 1926/1956). The central concept in this approach is 
rasa, which means “aesthetic relish,” or the relishable quality inherent in a work 
of art. In India, as in the West, it has been commonly assumed that every work of 
art- a play, dance, novel, or a poem- communicates a distinctive emotional 
flavor or mood, such as the erotic, comic, tragic, and so on (Chari 1990). Bharata 
suggests a list of eight major aesthetic moods or rasas and names eight common 
human emotions or bhcivas to which they correspond. 9 The two lists are given in 
Table 5.3. The eight emotions mentioned in Table 5.3 are considered major in the 
sense that, in comparison to other emotions such as envy or shame, these are 
believed to occur, like the “fundamental” emotions mentioned earlier, in all 
humans as well as animals. In the traditional Indian approaches, it is generally 
believed that they tend to appear repeatedly, last longer, and dominate the “minor” 
emotions if they were to appear in experience at the same time. 


Table 5.3 

The Eight Aesthetic Moods and Corresponding 
Durable Emotions According to Bharata 

Major aesthetic moods 
(rasas) 

Major (durable) emotions 
(bhavas) 

Love (srhgara) 

The comic (fiasya) 

Pathos (karuna) 

The furious (raudra) 

The heroic (vTra) 

Horror (bhayanaka) 

The odious (Mbhatsa) 
The marvelous (adbhuta) 

Erotic feeling (rati) 

Mirth (Hasa) 

Sorrow (soka) 

Anger (krodha) 
Energy/mastery (utsaha) 
Fear (bhaya) 

Disgust (jugupsa) 
Astonishment (vismaya) 
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In addition to the eight major emotions, Bharata accounts for 33 minor or 
relatively transient (vyabhicari) z motions: repose or withdrawal (nin’eda), debil¬ 
ity or weakness (glani), doubt or apprehensiveness (sanka), jealousy (asuya), 
intoxication or pride (mada), weariness (srama), indolence (alasya), depression 
(dainya), anxiety (cinta), infatuation (moha), recollecting or turning things over in 
the mind (smrti), contentment (dhrti), shame (vnda), impulsiveness (capalatd), 
joy (harsa), agitation (avega), stupor (jadata), pride or arrogance (garva), despair 
(visdda), eagerness (autsukya), drowsiness (nidra), convulsions (apasmara), 
sleepiness (supta), awakening (vibodha), indignation (amarsa), dissimulation or 
hiding under false appearance (avahittha), ferocity (ugratd), thoughtfulness 
(mati), sickness (vyadhi), insanity (unmada), the “dying” experience (marana), 
fright (trasa), and hesitation (vitarka). w 

A cursory look at these lists would indicate that Bharata tried to be systematic, 
analytical, and comprehensive in his approach, in a manner similar to the spirit 
of science. We may not agree with Bharata on how many emotions there are, or 
which ofthem are “basic,” or which ones may be considered major or minor, and 
on what grounds. But then, modem psychologists do not tend to agree on such 
issues either. As a recent textbook of the psychology of emotions (Carlson & 
Hatfield, 1992, pp. 12-13) points out, the behaviorist J. B. Watson (1924/1970) 
thought ofthree basic (i.e., nuclear, inborn) emotions, namely fear, rage, and love 
(pp. 152-155);Paul Ekman (1980) contends that there are six, namely happiness, 
disgust, surprise, sadness, anger, andfear(p. 138); andRobertPlutchik(1980) lists 
eight “primary” emotions: joy, sadness, anticipation, surprise, anger, fear, accep¬ 
tance, and disgust (p. 134). It is clear that despite lack of unanimity among them, 
there is a significant overlap between Bharata’s account with these recent accounts. 

Some of the items on Bharata’s longer list would seem odd to us; one would 
be at aloss to understand why, forinstance, sickness orinsanity should be called an 
“emotion.” The apparent oddity of some of the ancient labels stems from the 
difficulties in translation. Nevertheless, given the centuries and continents that 
separate Bharata from contemporary Western psychologists, the degree of overlap 
in their accounts of at least the basic emotions is remarkable. It is common among 
modem psychologists to characterize some emotions as relatively more important 
than others by designating the former as “elementary,” “primary,” “basic,” or 
“fundamental.” A parallel distinction made by Bharata was based on the assump¬ 
tion that the more fundamental emotions were lasting (sthayi), unlike others 
considered to be relatively short-lived or transitory emotions (vyabhicari bhava). 
Bharata’s writings do not present any quantitative data, but the fact that he used a 
quantifiable criterion like durability as a primary criterion of importance indicates 
his inclination toward precision. 

As an analyst ofdrama, Bharata thought that only the durable emotions could 
be effectively translated into aesthetic moods. The transitory emotions can only be 
accessories that help embellish the central aesthetic mood of a drama; he believed 
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that no effective work of art could be based onjealousy, shame, or anxiety or other 
“transitory” emotions as its central theme. In a long tradition of scholars who 
commented on, critiqued, and enriched Bharata’s analysis through their own 
contributions, other reasons were suggested for making a distinction between the 
stable and transitory emotions. Abhinavagupta’s commentary onBharata’s Ndtya- 
sastra (which was mentioned earlier) follows an earlier (9th century) commentator 
called Bhatta Lollata in suggesting that the stable emotions arise from basic 
“drives” (vasana) that manifest in all humans as well as animals. It is noted, for 
instance, that in humans as well as in animals, erotic feelings are aroused by a 
variety of sexual stimuli, and that fear is caused by the sight of ferocious predatory 
animals. Many Indian approaches to emotion are similar to modem psychology in 
recognizing the basically animal nature ofhuman beings, but differ in emphasizing 
the distinctly human features: cognitive, aesthetic, moral, and spiritual. 

The Causes and Expression of Emotion 

The concept of vasana alludes to what we may call a “biological” explana¬ 
tion. It is important to remember that Bharata’s primary interest was in the analysis 
of drama. In the rich tradition inspired by him, the focus has been primarily on 
analyzing the nature of aesthetic experience and on instructing playwrights and 
actors. As such, there was no emphasis on identifying causes, as in scientific 
studies. Nevertheless, Bharata discusses the causes of emotions to help explain 
how to effectively portray emotions in a dramatic production. He points out, for 
instance, that a dramatist can effectively portray the aesthetic mood of love by 
showing the presence ofan objective cause (alambana-vibhava) oferotic feelings, 
such as a member ofthe opposite sex (Romeo for Juliet, and vice versa), as well as 
contributing or exciting causes (uddipana-vibhava), such as privacy, quiet, a 
gardenlike setting, a crescent moon in the sky. While the situation created on the 
stage is thus suggestive of objective and contributing causes, the actions of the 
actors represent the overt or externally observable expressions of emotions (anu- 
bava): ogling and looking meaningfully at each other, signs of blushing on the 
young woman’s face, the couple’s postures and movements toward each other, soft 
tone of their speech, and so on. In addition, the characters might express certain 
ancillary emotions through their appropriate external manifestations: bashfulness 
expressed by unsuccessful attempts to hide overt signs of arousal, feeling of joy 
expressed in appropriate words, movements and postures, and so on. 

In the seventh chapter of his Ndtyasastra, Bharata provides a detailed ac¬ 
count ofthe objective and contributing causes as well as overt expressions (anu- 
bhdvas) of each of the durable as well as transitory emotions in his list. He 
distinguishes three types ofexpressions: verbal, physical (shrugs, glances, knitting 
the eyebrows and the like), and physiological. The third, physiological type of 
expressions (called sath’ika bhcivas) are in turn divided into the following eight 
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categories: stiffness the body, perspiration, bristling of hairs on the head or other 
parts ofthebody, voice-breaking, trembling, changing skin color, shedding tears, 
and fainting. Bharata is careful in noting that visible expressions of emotion are 
partly determined by human nature (loka svabhava samsiddha) and partly guided 
by social customs (lokayatranugamin). He suggests that acting on the stage is and 
should be guided by our understanding ofboth human nature and social customs. 
To help get a sense of Bharata’s analysis, let us examine his account of one of the 
emotions: Shame, he suggests, is caused by doing things that are considered 
inappropriate, such as disobeying elders, transgression of normal expectations, or 
nonfulfillment of one’s promise. It should be expressed by hiding one’s face, 
looking down rather than facing up, drawing lines or doodling, playing with one’s 
ring or dress, biting nails, and the like. Actors and dancers in India continue to be 
guided by Bharata’s instructions to this day. 

The Relationship Between the Experience of Emotion 
and Its Physical Correlates 

A skilled actor can often use the proper intonation, physical movements, and 
gestures to correctly portray intended emotions. Could an actor also reproduce at 
will physiological reactions like shedding tears in expressing grief or having 
gooseflesh while portraying fright? Yes, says Abhinavagupta provided the actors 
concentrate fully and become one with the feeling that they are supposed to be 
experiencing at a given time. This implies the assumption that many physiological 
processes can be voluntarily induced through concentration, which in turn implies 
the mind’s ability to control the body. The idea that body and mind can be 
controlled through concentration is central to the psychological principles outlined 
by Patanjali’s Yoga. Several medieval commentators ofBharata, such as Abhina¬ 
vagupta, explicitly followed the Sankhya Yoga system ofphilosophy and psychol¬ 
ogy. Thus, Abhinavagupta characterizes emotions clearly as primarily mental 
states (citta vrttis) using Yogic terminology. As noted, the Sankhya and Yoga 
systems do not make a dichotomous division between mind and body in a 
Cartesian fashion. Instead, mental and physical events are seen in a continuum 
involving the mutual interaction of the three “strands” of Prakrti mentioned 
earlier. Thus, Abhinavagupta considers the feelings of weariness, drowsiness, or 
stupor as predominantly physical states with a small amount of mental component 
without having to consider them either mental or physical. 

Is there anecessary relationship between agiven type ofemotion and specific 
physical and physiological states? The rasa theorists deny a one-to-one relation¬ 
ship between mental and physical states on two different grounds. First, as a 
general principle, they explicitly recognize that, although particular conditions are 
commonly known to result from particular causes, in some instances the same 
conditions result from other causes as well. Second, in relation to emotion, they 
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note that the same physical and physiological responses often accompany different 
types of emotions. For instance, one’s body might move away because of either 
fear or disgust, and one might shed tears ofjoy as well as sorrow. This observa¬ 
tion is consistent with Walter Cannon’s (19191929, p. 351) claim that the same 
visceral changes occur in very different emotional states and in nonemotional 
states, and Schacter and Singer’s (1962) observation (noted earlier) that experi¬ 
mental subjects injected with identical chemicals perceive their states differently 
in differing situations. 

Regardless of the loose relationship between cause and effect in relation to 
emotion, understanding of the common causes of various emotions is considered 
important for dramatics. Indeed, in drama, there are no real emotions resulting 
from real causes. Sankuka (9th century ), one of the important commentators of 
Bharata’s work, notes the artificiality of the dramatic situation. Obviously, an 
actor playing a lovelorn Dusyanta, or a Romeo, is not in fact smitten by the actress 
who plays his paramour, nor does he actually experience the emotion he tries to 
portray. Even ifthe actress playing Juliet were so good that her cheek actually turn 
pink on stage, most spectators are aware that such signs of love arejust as fake as 
the crescent moon appearing in the background. But they infer that Romeo and 
Juliet must have experienced love since they know the conditions under which 
such feelings are ordinarily obtained. Rasa theorists were well aware of the 
importance ofinference in the experience ofaesthetic feelings. Thus, according to 
Sankuka, what matters is neither the artificiality of the dramatic situation nor that 
spectators infer the existence of emotions, but that a corresponding aesthetic 
feeling is actually experienced by the spectators. 

The Generalization of Emotions in Aesthetic Experience 11 

An interesting aspect of the experience of works of art is that they convey 
certain emotions to innumerable persons of differing backgrounds. But whose 
emotions are they? At first blush it appears that in the case of a drama, it conveys 
the emotions of a character, mainly of the dominant mood of the hero of the play- 
Prince Rama’s grief upon abduction ofhis wife Stfa, for instance. In fact, Lollata 
(9th century), one of the earliest commentators ofBharata, suggested that it is the 
intense emotions ofthe main character such as Rama that a drama conveys. These 
may be perceived as resulting from objective causes (missing wife), intensified by 
contributing factors (helplessness while in exile), expressed through overt actions 
(roaming everywhere in search), and further intensified by secondary emotions 
(guilt from being unable to protect her, etc.). This analysis by Lolla(a invoked 
strong criticisms and long arguments among a chain of scholars over the centuries. 
The resulting controversy is highly instructive, since it throws light on the nature of 
aesthetic emotion, brings out some of the most distinctive features of Indian 
thought, and also brings out the social or interpersonal locus of emotions stressed 



270 


CHAPTER 5 


by contemporary social constructionist theories ofemotion. As such, 1 shall briefly 
review its main arguments. 

Sankuka pointed out that the original character portrayed in a drama is never 
present on stage. So there is no question of his or her feelings as such being 
involved in creating an aesthetic mood. (Moreover, the feelings portrayed may be 
that of an animal, such as the fright of a fawn, or of a purely fictitious character.) 
What generates the aesthetic mood, he suggests, is the expression offeelings by an 
actor. The actor’s actions convey an intended emotion in the same way that strokes 
of a paintbrush imitating the contours of a horse correctly convey the idea of a 
horse. A later scholar, Bhatta Tauta, criticized this view by pointing out that an 
actor normally does not actually have feelings that he or she tries to convey. How 
could a well-fed actor demonstrate the pangs of hunger if he does not feel them 
at the time of acting and has never felt them in his entire life? Also, it is impossible 
that the actor imitates the character, since in most cases, the actors have had no 
opportunity to meet the historical (or imaginary) characters they are playing. 
Further, since the feelings ofthe character are not directly observable by anyone, 
how could they be imitated by any actor? Granted that an actress can imitate the 
observable behaviors accompanying certain emotions that she has herself experi¬ 
enced or witnessed in others, these could not be an imitation of the original 
character, but only of some typical person (of similar sex, age, and status when 
compared with the character) experiencing the emotion to be portrayed. Even then, 
the imitation of specific behaviors could hardly convey a specific intended emo¬ 
tion, since specific behaviors are common to different feelings (shedding tears is 
common to sorrow as well asjoy), and the same activities could be interpreted to 
mean very different behaviors. For instance, an actor drinking from a glass could 
be perceived as drinking milk or liquor, which has totally different meanings. In 
other words, according to Sankuka, actors and their emotions or actions could 
hardly be the proper locus of aesthetic feelings conveyed to the audience. 

Bhattanayaka (9th -10th century) examined a third alternative- namely, that 
the locus of feeling in aesthetic experience is the spectator him - or herself and 
ruled against it. His line of argument was roughly as follows: Imagine a situation 
where a spectator is watching a tragedy, like Rama grieving over the abduction 
of his wife Sita. The spectators’ experience of pathos could not be their own, for 
why should the loss of Sita cause grief in their minds? Who is she to them? If one 
were to argue that the portrayal of a missing spouse reminds the spectator of their 
own spouses, this does not make sense. For the spectators might be husband and 
wife sitting next to each other to watch the play, which makes grieving over a 
missing spouse totally irrelevant or contradictory to their experience at the time of 
viewing. Moreover, it makes no sense to assume that spectators witnessing a 
tragedy experience the sorrow it evokes as their own sorrow. Why would people 
want to make themselves miserable- and even to pay for a painful experience? 
Yet, itis commonplace that people donotwatch only comedies; tragedies seemjust 
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as popular- and as expensive- as comedies. Spectators could hardly be expected 
to keep watching tragedies ifthey were to leave the theatre and continue to feel the 
tragedy as if it were their own. 

The upshot of the above arguments is that aesthetic experience cannot be 
reasonably assumed to be the experience of either the character, or the actor, or the 
spectator. Then whose emotions are conveyed in drama anyway? As a way out of 
this dilemma, Bhattanayaka suggested that what is shared widely in response to a 
work of art is not the feeling of any particular person, but rather a generalized 
feeling. According to his theory, there are two factors essential for the experience 
of aesthetic feelings. The first factor involves the process of generalization 
(sadharanikarana) of feelings. In poetry and other audible forms of art it occurs 
because of the power of words to communicate primary meanings based on their 
established usage (abhidhd) and secondary meanings through metaphor and other 
figures of speech (alamkara). In visual forms of art, generalization of feelings is 
made possible because ofthe power of acting (gestures, intonation, shedding tears, 
and the like) and the portrayal of the common causal factors that are widely 
believed to lead to the basic emotions. The second factor involves the psychologi - 
cal process of delectation (bhojakah’a vyapara) occurring in the minds of the 
audience or spectators. This process is comparable to the tasting ofdelectable food, 
which we tend to “chew” (carvana, or sipping slowly as in wine tasting) while 
enjoying its taste. In the delectation of a work of art we “enjoy” not only love and 
laughter but also sorrow, fear, and even disgust, just as we enjoy the tart and bitter 
tastes along with the sweet while tasting a gourmet recipe. 

Abhinavagupta (1 Oth — 11th century) advanced and deepened the theory of 
rasa on the theoretical foundations laid down by his predecessors named above. 
First of all, he makes a clear distinction between the basic emotions (bhavas) 
experienced in daily life by all ofus, from the aesthetic relish (rasas)c njoyed while 
witnessing (or “chewing” and relishing) a work of art. Emotions are the experi¬ 
ences ofparticular individuals resulting from particular causes. By contrast, moods 
evoked by works of art are not the emotions ofparticular persons, as we just saw. 
They do not belong specifically to the author, the character, the actor, or the 
spectators. Moreover, they are not perceived as the emotions of a friend, or an 
enemy, or even a neutral third party. Shorn of all connections with particular 
persons, the emotion expressed in art is detached from the context of time and 
place, and thus is truly generalized. 

The manifest artificiality of drama and other works of art is an important aid 
to the process of generalization. The costumes of the actor show that he or she are 
not their usual selves in their daily lives; artifacts such as the crown on the actor’s 
head indicates that he is playing a king’s role today. We also know that the king 
being portrayed on the stage is in fact dead; the person wearing a crown just could 
not be the king he is pretending to be. The beautiful maid who appears to respond to 
the king’s advances is also recognized as an actress posturing to be in a romantic 
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mood. The garden and the crescent moon are recognized as fakes, no matter how 
realistic the props might be. Thus, conditions that look like causal conditions 
appropriate to produce romantic feelings do not produce real feelings in the 
spectator. 

However, given the willing suspension ofthe artificiality on part ofthe spec¬ 
tators, the portrayal ofbasic emotions like fear or disgust usually evokes matching 
responses among normal spectators. This is because, first, the script ofthe play has 
words with evocative power that arouses appropriate meanings in the spectator’s 
mind. Whether in the form ofplay, poetry, or other forms of literature, words have 
a symbolic power to communicate meanings. A mere description ofthe “causes” 
of emotion can convey the intended meaning in the listener/reader. Abhinavagupta 
was one of the pioneers who explained the capacity of signs (vyanjaka) such as 
words or gestures to convey meanings (vyanjana). This topic is part of the 
philosophy and psychology of language and poetics, which is beyond the scope of 
this chapter. We therefore turn to the second factor in Abhinavagupta’s explanation 
ofthe rise of aesthetic feeling in the dramatic context. This involves the power of 
acting, music, lyrics, and other such aspects of a dramatic performance that further 
concretize and deepen the meaning conveyed by the script. To put it simply, the 
verbal and dramatic aspects of a performance convey a powerful meaning of a 
generalized emotion to the spectators. 

The spectator, in turn, must be capable and ready to receive what is thus 
conveyed. The basic capacity to receive the emotional overtones of the drama 
involve the inborn drives (vasanas) that render the normal spectators sensitive to 
natural stimuli that commonly arouse fear, wonder, sexuality, and so on. Such 
inborn sensitivities can be triggered by symbolic representation of typical 
“causes” ofbasic emotions. Indeed, we may at times experience palpitation of 
the heart or raising of the hair by watching an actor expressing intense fright or 
anger. However, the explicit or implicit- but common- awareness of the arti - 
ficiality ofthe situation makes us realize that mental and bodily reactions aroused 
by the play do not constitute actual emotions of our own. They are part of an 
experience widely shared in the audience, a generalized feeling that is not a 
particularized emotion of either the character, the actor, or any of the spectators. 
The spectator knows that the arousal of experiences resembling fear or rage do not 
warrant responses like running away from any danger or striking someone in 
retaliation. The artistic portrayal ofemotions is thus nonthreatening, which makes 
it possible to “relish” them. 

Abhinvagupta’s is very specific and clear about the importance ofthe ability of 
works of art to separate emotions from their common loci, namely, the egos of 
particular persons at a particular time and place, leading to particular conse¬ 
quences, experiential or behavioral. Being tied to a specific context, the lure or 
threat ofextemal factors leads to either pleasure orpain, satisfaction or dissatisfac¬ 
tion ofthe ego. Pried away from that context, the feelings involved in the aesthetic 
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experience are neither directly pleasurable nor threatening, and they yet strike a 
chord deep in the psyche of the aesthete. They are enjoyable without being either 
pleasurable or painful, such that even fear and disgust are “relished.” The upshot 
of Abhinavagupta’s view of aesthetic mood is very well expressed in the words of 
acontemporary author, Suresh Dhayagude (1981): “Rasa is nothing but an experi¬ 
ence of the basic psychological proclivities in our nature in an ennobled and 
heightened form without any selfish, practical and carnal preoccupations” (p. 79). 

The recognition of the power of the art experience to rise above egoistic 
concerns is an important aspect of some of the most dominant values ofthe Indian 
culture. Bhattanayaka cherished this character of art experience and thought of it 
as next in value to ananda, the experience ofbliss that is said to result from arduous 
pursuit of self-realization. The Sanskrit expression used to describe the relation¬ 
ship between joy of the art experience and the supreme bliss of Brahman is 
brahmdnanda sahodara which literally means “bom from the same womb.” This 
expression recognizes the similarity, but not identity, between the experience of art 
and the bliss ofBrahman. There has been much discussion in recent decades about 
the nature ofthe art experience in the context of Indian and Western theories of 
aesthetics (e.g.,Pandey, 1959; Chaitanya, 1965; Chari, 1990), and about the place 
of aesthetic relish in religious ecstasy (Chaitanya, 1991) and the philosophy of 
religion (Plott, 1974). Here, I shall restrict the discussion to an interpretation of 
the rasa theory in the context of contemporary psychology of emotion, and then 
turn to its relevance for the self and self-transformation in the subsequent section. 

Indian and Western Views of Emotion: Some Comparative 
Observations 

The fact that critical Indian thinking on emotions occurred extensively in 
connection with the arts stands in sharp contrast with the prevailing views ofemo- 
tion in Western psychology (e.g., Arnold, 1960; Calhoun & Solomon, 1984;Frijda, 
1986; Izard, 1977; Lyons, 1980), which pay very little attention to aesthetic 
experience. It is interesting to note that in India critical study of emotion flourished 
for centuries within the secular domain of dramatics and poetics, although many 
medieval theories combined such analysis with their philosophical, spiritual, and 
religious interests. In the secular domain, the application of conceptual analysis 
was apparently aimed at the improvement of the technical quality of dramatic 
productions and the enhancement of the art experience. In the spiritual and 
religious domains, the analysis of aesthetic experience accounted for the uplifting 
quality of the experience of art. Such accounts were based on the capacity of the 
relishing of emotional experience for distancing of ego from the mundane con¬ 
cerns of life and the self-transformation resulting from such distancing. 

The idea that the experience of art often involves the distancing of the ego 
from its daily concerns has been made in a clear and forceful way by the British 
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aestheticist, Edward Bullough (1912/1957). Psychical distance, as he calls it, is 
distinguished from the physical distance that separates an art object and the person 
appreciating it. It involves the “distance that appears to lie between our own self 
and its affections” (p. 94). Bullough points out that psychical distance is “obtained 
by separating the object and its appeal from one’s own self, by putting it out of gear 
with practical needs and ends” (p. 96). Ifwe cannot keep such a distance, atragedy 
will simply make us feel sad, and “there would indeed be little sense in its 
existence” (p. 112). The similarity between Bullough’s ideas and the rasa theor¬ 
ists’ notion ofthe “generalization” ofemotion should be obvious. The main point 
in the rasa theorists’ explanation of why spectators of a tragedy do not make the 
sorrow their own and take it home with them, as it were, is that the sorrow 
experienced in the theater is a “generalized” emotion and not anybody’s own. In 
other words, in watching a theatrical production, the presenters as well as the 
spectators are able to place the emotions portrayed by the actors in the public 
domain, rather than “inside” the boundaries of their respective egos. When 
experienced in the public domain, the sorrow, the fear, the disgust, and other 
normally unsavory emotions do not cause the same discomfort as when they are 
experienced as part of one’s own self; instead, they become “enjoyable.” 

The similarities between Bullough’s views ofpsychical distance and the con¬ 
cept of the generalization of emotions in the rasa theory are indeed remarkable, 
given that they appeared in such distant places and times as medieval India and 
20th-century England. Contemporary Indian scholars of poetics and aesthetics 
(e.g., Chaitanya, 1965; Tandan, 1983) have recognized this East-Westconver- 
gence ofperspectives, as well as the psychological and spiritual significance ofthe 
power of art experience to distance the aesthete from his or her ego and its 
concerns. Contemporary psychologists, Indian and Anglo-American, have gener¬ 
ally neglected the theoretical and practical implications of the experience of art. 
There are probably two reasons for this neglect. First, although a field of experi¬ 
mental aesthetics has flourished within the framework ofscientific psychology, the 
strong commitment of mainstream psychology to the natural science model has 
resulted in its alienation from the fine and performing arts. Second, experimentalist 
as well as phenomenological approaches to emotion have viewed emotions gener¬ 
ally in terms of physical correlates or cognitive appraisals located within the 
individual, as it were, rather than between individuals. The rasa theorists’ ap¬ 
proach distinctly places art experience in the public domain outside the individual. 

As noted in the first section of this chapter, many contemporary social 
constructionists also locate emotions outside of the individual. However, to my 
knowledge the social constructionists have not so far turned to the study ofemo¬ 
tion in the context of art, nor have they shown much interest in exploiting the 
implications of this thesis for therapeutic or other potential applications. By 
contrast, many rasa theorists emphasize the potential ofthe extraindividual loca¬ 
tion ofthe art experience in pulling the ego out of its individual concerns. As we 
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shall see in the following section, the theorists ofdevotion exploit this potential to 
devise and explain a program for self-transformation. It is common in Indian 
communities ofartists and aesthetes to consider art, especially classical music, as a 
form of “meditation,” although several others see the performing or listening to 
music as no more than entertainment. 12 Be that as it may, two medieval scholars, 
Jfva GosvamT and Rupa GosvamT used the rasa theory in the understanding of 
religious devotion as a means to self-transformation. 


Emotion and Self-transformation in Religious Devotion 

Religion is clearly one of the taboo topics in psychology today. For William 
James (1902/1958), religion was not a topic to be avoided; his Varieties ofReli- 
gious Experience is a classic that continues to be widely read. However, as 20th- 
century psychology became strongly committed to the natural science model, it 
began dissociate from religion. This does not mean that the dialogue between 
psychology and religion has come to an end (see Havens, 1968). The study of 
religion continues to attract a number of psychologists in North America, who 
have formed their own groups within the Canadian and American psychological 
associations. However, these groups are relatively small, and the psychology of 
religion continues to be a marginalized branch of academic psychology in North 
America. The ideas to be presented in the remainder of this chapter are not only 
about religion, but also refer to certain aspects of “theology” associated with 
Hinduism. The theoretical analysis is borrowed from aesthetics (namely, the rasa 
theory discussed above), an area of study that is not closely allied with contempo - 
rary psychology. As such, the gap between the predominant contemporary per¬ 
spectives and those about to be discussed is quite wide. 

This situation demands special effort and caution from those on either side, 
since deep-rooted commitments and unconscious biases could prove to be obsta¬ 
cles in mutual understanding. I say this because my attempts in recent times to 
communicate my initial observations and preliminary conclusions have drawn 
strong reactions from some old friends and close colleagues in psychology. 
Nevertheless, I cannot allow such difficulties in communication to stop me from 
trying to cross the gulf, for this would be like refusing to start the voyage for fear of 
falling off the edge of the earth, and then missing the treasures that might lie 
yonder. Moreover, upon due exploration, if we could discover any conceptual 
linkages between the hitherto alien viewpoints, then we will have taken important 
steps in widening our horizons. It is with a sense of optimism in this regard that 
1 venture to discuss certain concepts from the intellectual history of devotional 
Hinduism in the light of some recent developments in psychology. 

Since many Western readers are not likely to be familiar with aspects of the 
history, basic concepts, and contemporary practices of Hinduism, I shall try to 
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provide some background. For readers familiar with Hinduism, this would of 
course be old hat; they could easily skip the relevant portion and read ahead. Self¬ 
transformation that is said to result from the practice of religious devotion pre¬ 
sumes certain theological doctrines, which I will try to explain briefly. Stating 
such doctrines does not imply either their acceptance or rejection,, defense or 
refutation on my part; they are part of the cultural context in which certain 
psychological processes are embedded. 

Historical Background of the Bhakti Movement 
and its Philosophical Bases 

The long-standing convention in the Indian tradition is to think of the paths 
ofknowledge, devotion, and action (jhana, bhakti, and karma) as three major paths 
to self-transformation or self-realization. The first, presented in the previous 
chapter, is concerned with the connection between the self and cognition, and the 
last, to be considered in the next chapter, is concerned with the self and conation. 
According to the established convention, the path of devotion is clearly concerned 
with emotion (bhava). Against this background, it makes good sense to try to 
understand the nature of the “path of devotion” (bhakti marga) in the light of the 
psychology of emotion. 

The history ofideas concerning the nature ofdeities and forms ofworship and 
devotion in India is long, rich, and diverse. Even a quick look at this history would 
make it clear that the nature of the ancient Vedic deities and the forms of their 
worship is in some respects substantially different from the popular deities of 
medieval India and the forms of devotion to them. Various philosophical accounts 
explaining their nature have evolved along with the various forms ofworship. At 
least that is what one obtains if and when one takes a historical perspective; such a 
view might of course be rejected out of hand by those who presume a timeless 
character of the deities and forms of devotion. Many of the prominent deities of 
ancient Vedas, such as Indra, the king of the gods, were ostensibly superhuman 
beings out ofreach for ordinary mortals. Several other Vedic deities such as Agni 
and Marat were presiding deities of forces of nature such as fire and wind. By 
comparison, Rama and Krsna are believed by many to be historic figures of the 
post-Vedic period; they were presumably persons of flesh and blood who lived 
among ordinary mortals. It is a common Hindu belief that both Rama and Krsna 
were incarnations of Visnu, the sustainer of the world, 13 who appeared on earth to 
relieve humankind from its tormentors. 

Indeed, while Krsna is considered to be the ideal human being (purusottama), 
Rama is often viewed as an ideal within human limitations (maryadapurusot¬ 
tama). The human features of Rama and his consort STta are said to be typically 
illustrated by aparticular episode in the epic Ramayana: STta was lured by a demon 
in the form of an attractive golden deer, which eluded Rama in a chase, thereby 
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leading to her capture by Ravana, the evil king of Sri Lanka. Regardless of the 
many differences between their stories, both Rama and Krsna can be thought of 
either as the divinity come down to the human level or humanity elevated to the 
divine level. Either way, their characterization as human figures suggests that the 
gap between the human and the divine can be bridged. The psychological signifi¬ 
cance of this is that, unlike superhuman gods and goddesses or the deified natural 
forces of the Vedas, Rama and Krsna are considered to be models ofpersonhood 
that ordinary human beings could emulate. Moreover, the rich narratives and 
artistic presentations of Rama and Krsna and other such deities as persons who 
lived among other humans are the key to understanding the path of devotion as a 
means to the devotees’ self-transformation. 

From the ancient Vedic phase to the medieval development of religious 
devotion, there has been growth in the variety ofways in which self-transformation 
was thought of in terms of its ends and means, theory and practice, heroes and 
followers. In its ancient Vedic phase, the aim of religious practice was to attain a 
place in the otherworldly life after death by performing daily and occasional rituals 
enjoined by the Vedas. The philosophical system ofMTmamsa developed by way 
of the clarification of the details regarding the performance of the rituals through 
the correct interpretation ofthe Vedic texts. It was called the path of action (karma 
marga), since the focus was on performing actions as prescribed. Its followers 
were members of the upper castes who were eligible to perform the rituals, and 
presumably priests and scholars were their leaders. Later on, in the Bhagavad- 
GTta, emphasis was shifted away from ritual action to performing worldly action 
without being attached to or hankering for the fruits of actions, or by surrendering 
the fruits to the Lord. As noted in the previous chapter and earlier in this chapter, 
the path of knowledge prescribed by the Advaita Vedanta and Sankhya systems 
was also aimed at permanent release (mukti) from the cycle of action and conse¬ 
quences, birth and death. Although this path was open in principle to all upper- 
caste members eligible to study the Vedas (particularly the Upanisads), in practice 
it was open only to a small segment of that population who were prepared to 
undertake the highly demanding preparation and the still harder practice of 
meditation. 

By sharp contrast, the path of devotion was from the beginning open for men, 
women, and children of all ages and castes. The main feature of this path was of 
course a large pantheon of personalized gods and goddesses of varied character 
who could appeal to men, women, and children of all types of background and 
character. What has now been called Hinduism has been a way of life that has 
allowed many forms of worship with no holds barred. Even atheism is not a 
problem, as the prominent place of the Sankhya philosophy in Indian thought 
clearly testifies. Unlike the Sankhyas, however, most other schools of Indian 
thought have been theistic. 

The roots of theistic systems of India are undoubtedly in the Vedas. Having 
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developed through an unbroken tradition over the millennia, diverse forms of 
devotional religion and philosophy flourished in the medieval times, leading to 
what has been called the “bhakti movement” (Bahirat, 1981; Sharma, 1987). The 
different sects and schools ofthought within this movement varied greatly in terms 
of their preferred ends and means, primary literature, the philosophical rationale, 
as well as their leaders and followers. For many of the non-Advaitic Vedantists, 
such as the followers of Ramanuja Madhva, Nimbarka and Vallabha, release from 
the cycle ofkarma is the primary goal, devotion is the means, and the Upanisads 
and their aphoristic summary (Brahmasutra) and the Gita are the primary litera¬ 
ture. However, with the growth of the devotional movement, the focus shifts 
increasingly away from the Vedas and the Upanisads (collectively called the sruti) 
to different, historically later genres of the Sanskrit literature such as the great 
epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata (classed under the category of smrti), 
thePuranas, and specific sectarian literature such as th ePancaratraSamhita, Sakta 
Tantra, and so on. Although some schools ofthe devotional movement, such as the 
one represented by the saint-poet KabTr (15th century), focus on an abstract and 
qualityless god (nirgunabhakti), most other schools focus on God as concretized 
in the form of putatively actual and historical figures such as Rama and Krsna 

The divinization of human characters also narrows the gap between the 
mundane and the concrete on the one side and the ideal and the abstract on the 
other. In my view, the great potential ofthe path ofdevotion for self-transformation 
resides in such closure of the gap; the deity seems at once lodged far away in the 
unattainable realm of lofty ideals and magical powers, yet at the same time it is 
placed close at hand in a human form. This feat of closing the gap is accomplished 
by the richness of the great Indian epics and the Puranas, a genre of writings 
considered “mythology” from the Western viewpoint. Unlike the Vedas and the 
Upanisads, access to the Puranas is not restricted by the caste bar. The Vedas and 
the Upanisads were cloistered within the confines ofdemanding and rigorous rules 
of Sanskrit grammar; unraveling their meaning required the knowledge ofthe rules 
of logic spelled out by the Nyaya system. Their niceties were shrouded in the 
complicated arguments and controversies among the various schools of Upani- 
sadic and Buddhist thought. By sharp contrast, the epics were made accessible in 
many Indian languages; the stones in the epics and the Puranas were open to be 
told, retold, and endlessly modified into regional and individual variations, and 
were immensely popularized through the means of classical and folk art. Such 
open access to the stones ofthe gods and the goddesses is an important aspect in 
understanding the psychological principles and processes involved in the practice 
of devotional religion in India. 

The Literary and Artistic Context of the Path of Devotion 

The literal concretization of God in the form of an image (murti) is a common 
aspect ofreligious devotion in the bhakti movement. This may be viewed as an aid 
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in the presentation of the deity in the form of a person, a man, woman, or child. 
When the deity is conceived of as a representation of an essentially impersonal 
entity, it is merely an object of consciousness, regardless of whether it is repre¬ 
sented by a physical entity, or by an abstract symbol like ■&. 14 In that case, the 
devotee is a mere subject who might direct his or her consciousness toward the 
deity as an object ofawareness like any other intentional object. Psychologically, 
what comes into play in such a case is primarily cognition, with very little 
meaningful action orintense affect accompanying it. Also, the relationship with an 
impersonal object is only aone-way affair: from the subject to the object. However, 
when the deity is personalized, the devotee is a self and the deity becomes the 
other, thus opening up the potential for an entire range of reciprocal relationships 
of affection, love, admiration, forgiveness, compassion, and even envy, fear, and 
hate. 

What the epics and the Puranas have accomplished is precisely this: the 
concretization of gods and goddesses in human form interacting with ordinary 
mortals. The epics accomplish the task of depicting their heroes in great detail on a 
large canvas of, well, epic proportions. InRamayanathe story ofRama unfolds in 
the form of the entire life history of a person from before his birth till some time 
after his death. Hundreds ofevents occur across a vast subcontinent as Rama grows 
up as a prince in the Ganges plateau; he moves to forests in the south when sent into 
exile; there he makes friends with a band of monkeys (or monkeylike tribal 
people); the band joins him in fighting a war with the devious king of Sri Lanka, 
and they win back Rama’s kidnapped wife. Krsna is a dominant figure in the epic 
Mahabarata, and the hero ofthe Bhagavata¥xxxlm& His life history is embedded in 
the story ofafracticidal warofeonic significance, and the narrative ofover 100,000 
verses covers numerous intricate episodes and a large number of complex charac¬ 
ters. While the epic covers Krsna’s adult life, the Bhagavata Purana covers his 
childhood in great detail. Given the large number of such literary works devoted to 
Krsna together they constitute probably the richest narrative dedicated to a single 
personage in the history ofthe world. This narrative portrays him elaborately in a 
variety of social roles as an ideal son, brother, friend, warrior, king, husband, 
statesman, strategist, ally, philosopher, and so on. Rama too, is described in terms 
ofsimilarroles, although the ideals he presents are in many respects quite different. 
For instance, while Rama is a most devoted husband in a strictly monogamous 
relationship, Krsna is a lover par excellence sought after by countless women. The 
fact that the epics and the Puranas present a very wide range of alternative ideals is 
extremely important in that together they offer an immense range of choice. There 
is a role model here to suit men, women, and children of any age, era, background, 
temperament, or taste. 

The timeless appeal of the complex plots, unique characters, and superb 
narratives ofthe epics is evidenced by the fact that for centuries they have been told 
again and again in a dozen languages and in as many varied artistic media. Stories 
about Rama and Krsna continue to be subjects of innumerable plays, novels, 



280 


CHAPTER 5 


poems, dances, dance dramas, folk tales, folk drama, cinema, and every other 
conceivable form of literary and artistic narrative. While for hundreds of years the 
stories were commonly told by uneducated folk artists in village fairs, recently 
both the epics were rendered as immensely popular TV serials made by slick 
producers and actors of Bollywood, i.e., Bombay’s equivalent of Hollywood. 
There is also Peter Brook’s Mahabharata a French cinematic production studded 
with an international cast. Thanks to the lack of copyright, the stories have been 
elaborated, modified, and adopted, and thanks to the lack of fanatic censorship, 
they are also endlessly parodied. It is well-known that the epics have become part 
of the cultures of Bali and Sumatra in radically modified forms. 

As parts of a living tradition, the legacy of the epics has inspired the retelling 
of the old plots in new ways suitable to the changing times and contexts. In British 
India, for instance, the Marathi playwright Khadilkar wrote a play based on the 
episode in Mahabharata about the slaying ofKfcaka, It was presented in such a 
way that the villain was made to appear like Lord Curzon, the then-ruling British 
Viceroy who was highly unpopular for his policies in Bengal. More recently, an 
Indian movie presented the story of a feud between two families of industrialists 
with characters named after the cousins who fought the cataclysmic war of the 
Mahabharata. The idea is, clearly, that human nature has not changed over the 
eons, nor have problems in life; we now fight over technology and capital even as 
our ancestors fought over their share of the kingdom. Contemporary feminists 
have replayed the stones of Sita and DraupadT as the most wronged women in the 
history ofthe Indian culture, and in my opinion, rightly so. The continual reinter¬ 
pretation of the plots and characters from the epics and the Puranas indicates that 
they are powerful narratives about emotional issues and problems of human 
relationships of relevance to every generation. What the epics and Puranas offer is 
not simply information and entertainment about putatively historical events and 
imaginary characters, but insights and concrete suggestions suitable for important 
issues of our lives in our times. 

The importance of this cultural legacy for the study of emotion should now be 
obvious. The literary and fictional description and analysis ofhuman emotions and 
behavior can be as illuminating and instructive as the scientific ones. This is 
certainly not a lesson to be learned only from the epics of India; the same is true 
in regard to rich literary and folk traditions of the rest of the world. Although a 
majority of contemporary psychologists prefer the scientific approach over the 
literary approach, a small number of prominent modem psychologists have de¬ 
rived inspiration from the literary traditions: Sigmund Freud, Henry Murray, Carl 
Jung, Erik Erikson, and Jerome Bruner, to name a few. What is special about the 
study of emotions in India is that, as noted, it flourished in the context ofthe study 
of dramatics, poetics, and aesthetics. More specifically, as I shall soon try to show, 
the powerful literary and artistic portrayal of a single character, Krsna was used as 
a vehicle for systematic self-transformation. 



SELF- AS-ENJOYER- SUFFERER 


281 


The relevance of the character ofKrsna as a vehicle for self-transformation 
directly follows from his portrayal as a multifaceted character who plays a key role 
in a vast number of lives. Throughout his life, he befriends, teaches, protects, 
elevates, and enchants many “good” men and women, even as he cajoles, tricks, 
punishes, and destroys many “bad” persons such as despots and villains. All in all, 
Krsna is shown as a most endearing person in varied forms of relationships: as a 
mischievous but lovable son to his foster parents, a close and loyal friend to 
simple-minded boyhood playmates, a supportive confidant to several sisterly 
cousins and relatives, an honest friend and advisor to the Pandava brothers, a 
highly respected statesman wanted by both sides of a fratricidal war, a skilled 
military strategist, and an erudite scholar who put together a lucid compendium 
of a dozen different schools of philosophy in the form of a “celestial song,” the 
Bhagavad-GTta. Moreover, the aspect that has endeared Krsna to countless genera¬ 
tions is his image as a consummate lover who enchanted every young milkmaid in 
the town of Vraj. 

A character that is elevated to such heights is bound to be seen as too good to 
be true. Indeed, Krsna has been deified more willingly, blatantly, fully, and 
audaciously by his devotees than were Buddha, Christ, and Mohammed by their 
respective followers. Regardless of whether one believes or disbelieves, likes or 
dislikes, deification, it may be noted that Krsna is nevertheless described as puru- 
sottama meaning the ideal person. From the point of view of theories of 
personality, the image ofKrsna may be rightly viewed as an ideal ofpersonhood. 
The psychological significance of such a model resides in it potential to serve as a 
useful guidepost for a program of self-transformation. For anyone who chooses 
him as an ideal, Krsna was a man in flesh and blood, someone who faced the 
problems of ordinary mortals through childhood and old age. One can relate to him 
as a “real” human being who was mischievous as a child, teased the milkmaids as 
a young man, “played politics” during his adult life, even advised his friends to tell 
half truths, and tricked his adversaries on the battlefield. Regardless ofthe fact that 
Krsna is also presented as a super miracle maker, ordinary mortals can still relate to 
him as a child, friend, lover, philosopher, hero, or in any such role as they may feel 
comfortable in relating. 

The Role of Fine and Performing Arts in Devotional Religion 

Anyone acquainted with the Indian culture would know that the fine and 
performing arts of India have been dominated by the Hindu pantheon just as 
themes from the life of Jesus dominated European art and architecture for centu¬ 
ries. Krsna is arguably the most popular character presented in a large variety of art 
forms in India. The love of Radha for Krsna in particular, has inspired several 
superb works of art. Prominent among such works is the GTta-Govinda, a book of 
poems composed in the 12th century by the Sanskrit poet Jayadeva. These poems 



282 


CHAPTER 5 


(popularly including the astapadTs i.e., octets) express various shades of the most 
intense feelings oflove, including romantic love in its most earthy, evocative, and 
erotic forms. Radha’s intense and most selfless love forKrsna is often considered 
the highest form of the expression of love between the devotee and the Lord 
(madhura bhakti). Jayadeva’s poems, which may be counted among the best in 
love poetry in any language, are sung as part of temple rituals in various parts of 
India. Over the centuries, the themes of these poems have inspired some of the 
most gifted painters, singers, and dancers to present them in their respective forms 
of art. Time and again world-class singers and dancers have presented these poems 
as songs set to music in various classical modes or rcigas, and as themes for dances 
choreographed in various classical and folk styles. More recently, stones about 
Krsna have appeared in separate TV serials and have even appeared in children’s 
comics and cartoons. 

Here, let me try to clarify the significance of the historical and cultural 
background as outlined thus far for the topic on hand. First, it should help us 
recognize that the concept of devotion and theories of emotion presented here are 
embedded in a rich cultural legacy that has developed over many centuries. 
Second, the repetition of the common stories in many forms makes the concept of 
devotion easily accessible to millions of ordinary members of the culture. Third, 
the artistic presentation of the devotional themes in visual and auditory forms 
makes them psychologically effective just as the multimedia presentation of 
advertisements makes them more effective than those presented in single sensory 
modalities. Fourth, it is important to understand that the close alliance between the 
fine and performing arts and Hindu theology provided the background against 
which Jiva and Rupa GosvamT developed a theory of aesthetics to help explain the 
nature and efficacy of devotion to Krsna. 

The Interpretation of the Path of Devotion in Terms of the Rasa 
Theory: The Views of JFva and Rupa GosvamT 

JTva GosvamT (15th century) and his nephew Rupa GosvamT (1492-1591) 
were followers of Chaitanya Mahaprabhu (1485-1533). Their views became 
known as the GaudTya Vaisnava school of thought because Gauda is name of the 
province ofBengal where it flourished, and Vaisnava means pertaining to Visnu 
whose incarnation Krsna is supposed to be. Unlike other Vaisnavas (worshippers 
ofVisnu) such as Ramanuja and Nimbarka who interpreted their devotion to Visnu 
or Krsna within the framework of non-Advaitic Vedanta, the GosvamTs chose a 
conceptual framework from the rasa theory of the dramaturgical and aesthetic 
tradition. In this respect the ideas of Rupa GosvamTradically differ not only from 
the six major schools of Indian thought, but also from most other schools of the 
bhakti tradition. In contrast with Sankhya’ s view, which exclusively emphasizes self- 
knowledge and cognitive deconstruction ofthe ego as means to self-transformation 
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while nearly completely neglecting emotion and action, the GosvamTs emphasize 
emotion and devotion while completely neglecting cognition and knowledge. 

Before turning to the Gosvamls’ conception of emotion, it is necessary to 
sketch the fundamental notions oftheir worldview. One oftheirmost fundamental 
concepts is derived from the Upanisadic notion that the ultimate reality, or 
Brahman, is characterized by the triune of Being, Consciousness, and Bliss. Of 
these three characteristics, the Gaudiya school puts greatest emphasis on Bliss 
(ananda). The Taittiriya Upanisad (2.7) contains the statement “raso vai sah, ” 
which, when freely paraphrased in English, means that the Brahman is its essence, 
i.e., rasa. The subsequent statements of the Upanisad clarify that here rasa, or 
essence, means Bliss. As noted in Chapter 2, this Bliss is estimated to be 100 
quintillion times greater than all the pleasures that a young, well-endowed human 
being can enjoy. Whether hyperbolic or not, this “psychometric” account shows 
how highly valued the state of Bliss is in the eyes of those of the Upanisadic 
tradition. It may be noted, incidentally, that this idea of extraordinary levels of 
happiness stands in sharp contrast with the Buddhist and Sankhya conceptions of 
life as a bottomless pit of suffering. At any rate, the Gaudiya thinkers aim at 
nothing short of scaling this peak ofbliss, and they expect to succeed by means of 
intense devotion to Krsna. 

Having started with the foundational notion that Bliss is the rasaox essence of 
Brahman, Jlva GosvamI moves on to conception of rasa as aesthetic relish as 
developed in the dramaturgical tradition ofBharata (see J. GosvamT 1986). He and 
Rupa took many concepts from that tradition, reorganized, reinterpreted, and 
adapted them for their purpose. It may be recalled that, when Bharata first 
introduced the concept of rasa, he identified eight aesthetic moods corresponding 
to eight durable emotions (see Table 5.3). Whether Bharata recognized any more 
rasas is a somewhat controversial issue. At any rate, over the centuries, new ideas 
kept being introduced to the rasa theory, some of them claiming recognition of 
new and distinctive rasas. Udbhata (ca. 800) for instance, introduced the idea of a 
ninth distinctive aesthetic mood of quietude (ianta). Similarly, Rudrata (800-850) 
suggested friendly affection (preyan, sneha) andBhoja (ofunknown date) argued 
in support of affection for children (vatsala). The scholarly community would 
not accept such claims without considerable debate; the history ofideas in this field 
is full of strong arguments and sharp exchanges. 

It is widely recognized by historians oflndian aesthetics that Abhinavagupta 
(ca. 990-1020) effectively persuaded the scholarly community to recognize qui¬ 
etude (santa) as a distinct aesthetic mood, and to add it as the ninth rasa to 
Bharata’s list of eight. The nature and number of rasas has been a contentious and 
keenly debated issue in the history oflndian aesthetics (Raghavan, 1967). Abhina¬ 
vagupta’s success in enlarging the list is therefore considered a great tribute to his 
stature as a scholar. Several centuries later, Visvanatha (1300 - 1384)nade a strong 
case for the recognition of affection for children (vatsala) as another major rosa. 
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Love for the divine (bhakti) was also proposed, but had not yet been widely 
accepted as a major rasa, when Jfva GosvamTs suggested that it was the single- 
most dominant one. Rupa GosvamT took all these ideas and proposed a list of 12 
rasas, all being considered as but variations of bhakti. His scheme organized the 12 
in two subsets: the first set included five major rasas, and second had seven minor 
ones. Table 5.4 represents his scheme, as suggested in Rupa Gosvami’s (1981, 
1986) Bhaktirasamrtasindhu and UjjwalanTlamani 

Rupa Gosvami’s view that all aesthetic moods are but variations of, and 
subordinate to, the devotional mood follows from his two basic premises: that 
Bliss is the single prominent feature or essence ofthe entire reality (Brahman), and 
rasa as aesthetic relish is but a variation of the Bliss of Brahman described in the 
TaittirTya Upanisad. If the whole reality is Blissful, as the Gaudiya Vaisnavas 
suggest, then why is it that all ofus do not experience that bliss? Moreover, why do 
some ofus turn to God, while many others do not? From the Gaudiya viewpoint, 
these questions do have answers, Here again, the TaittirTya Upanitad provides a 
clue. Just prior to the statement that says that Brahman is rasa, the Upanisad (2.6- 
7) refers to the view about the genesis of the universe expressed in the Rg Veda 
(10.129.1). According to this view, at the beginning the universe existed as a single 
undivided whole. It mysteriously recognized that it was alone, and felt inspired to 
see itself as many. It is believed that ever since that moment (the Big Bang?), each 
individual being, a chip off the same old block, aspires to return to the whole, 


Table 5.4 

Rupa Gosvami’s View of the Varieties 
of Devotional Moods and the Corresponding Emotions 


Devotional moods 
(rasas) 

Corresponding emotions 
(bhavas) 

Major devotional moods 

1. Santa bhakti 

Quietude (santa) 

2. PfTti bhakti, dasya bhakti 

Reverence for superiors (dasya) 

3. Prey an bhakti, maitrTbhakti 

Friendship among equals (sakhya) 

4. Vatsala bhakti 

Affection for subordinates (vatsalya) 

5. Madhura bhakti 

Romantic love (srngara) 

Minor devotional moods 

6. The comic (hasya) 

Mirth (hasa) 

7. The marvelous (adbhuta) 

Astonishment (vismaya) 

8. The heroic (vTra) 

Energy/mastery (utsaha) 

9. Pathos (karuna) 

sorrow (soka) 

10. Horror (bhayanaka) 

Fear (bhaya) 

11. The furious (raudra) 

Anger (krodha) 

12. The odious (bibhatsa) 

Disgust (jugupsa) 
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thereby trying to regain the original Bliss. This would explain why all human 
beings aspire to become united with Krsna, who is the embodiment of Brahman. 

According to the Gosvamts, the whole of reality, Brahman, is personified as 
Krsna. He is all powerful, and one of his many powers is the “power to bring 
happiness” (hladimsakti). This power manifests variously in all individual beings, 
prompting them to seek unification with Krsna. This power is personified in its best 
form as Radha. Other milkmaids of the town ofVraja also loved Krsna, but not 
with the same degree of selflessness, purity of heart, and intensity as did Radha. 
They differed in their ways ofloving God, and so do all creatures. Implicitly, what 
prevents us from merging fully in God and experiencing the Bliss is our individu¬ 
ality, orthe narrowness ofour egos. But then why do we all have more or less small 
egos, some narrower than others? It has been a common belief in the Indian 
tradition that individual differences are congenital; they result from the unique past 
history of each individual creature (jvva), starting from the moment when the One 
divided itself into many. Moreover, human beings are free to act according to their 
will; each one of us reaps what we sow; we are what we are today because ofour 
own past karma. We are free to choose or not choose God. It is safe to assume that 
this belief was shared by thinkers of the Gaudlya Vaisnava tradition. The idea that 
individuals have a tendency to seek happiness by merging themselves into some¬ 
thing larger or with someone else is by no means an exclusively Indian idea. It 
resonates with David Bakan’s (1966) notion of communion, i.e., the tendency 
among individuals to merge into something larger. 

At any rate, seen from the GaudTya point ofview, each individual’s ability to 
enjoy aesthetic relish, or rasa, is commensurate with his or her ability to overcome 
the limits of one’s individuality or ego and become absorbed into the publicly 
shared or “generalized” emotions. As may be noted from Table 5.4, in Rupa 
GosvamT’s conceptual scheme, four out of five of the major devotional moods 
pertain to affection or love in interpersonal relationships. It is necessary to note in 
this context that Rupa explicitly states that the moods are listed in the order of 
increasing superiority. 15 Given that the list places the devotee’s relationship with 
his or her superiors at the lowest rung and relationships with equals, subordinates, 
and lover(s) at increasingly higher levels, the quality of devotion seems to be 
judged higher with increased levels of intimacy with God. Also, it might be fair to 
say that that intensity of the longing to merge with the deity is the strongest in the 
highest ranked romantic form and the lowest in the “quiet” form illustrated by 
devotees who have cultivated dispassionate attitudes. The meaning ofthis is clear: 
In Rupa GosvamT’s view, the greater the level of intimacy and intensity with which 
the devotee approaches the deity, the truer the devotion, the greater the reciprocity 
on God’s side, and therefore, the greater the bliss experienced. Rupa explicitly 
states that the lowest form of devotional love is exemplified by the joy (saukhya) 
by devotees such as Sanaka and Sanandana, who had attained high levels ofdispas- 
sionateness and quietude of the mind, as yogis do. The joy experienced by yogis 
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(yoginam sukham) isjoy grounded in the self (atmasaukhya), which is not very 
deep (aghana) when compared to the deep happiness experienced in the presence 
of God. 16 The highest level of bliss is attained by the devotees joined with Krsna 
in a most intimate romantic love as was Radha. 

This principle seems to be applicable in a similar manner to art experience: 
the greater the intensity with which one “flings” oneself into the process of 
creating or appreciating an object of art, the deeper the aesthetic experience. Put in 
a different way, the more one moves away from one’s ego toward the object of 
art - or of devotion - the greater the intensity of experience. If this idea helps 
explain the gradation of divine love from the quiet to romantic forms (as repre¬ 
sented inTable 5.4), in what way are the comic, the marvelous, and even the odious 
all variations of the devotional mood? In this regard, Rupa GosvamT invokes a 
principle from the theory of aesthetics, which states that some transient (vyabhi- 
cari) emotions are often present as ancillaries when one experiences an aesthetic 
mood associated with a durable or “major” emotion. For example, bashfulness, a 
transient emotion, might accompany as an ancillary to the more durable erotic 
feeling when one experiences the aesthetic mood oflove. Similarly, in the experi¬ 
ence of the major devotional mood of divine love as friendship among equals 
(maitri bhakti), the comic mood might appear as an ancillary mood. A typical Gau- 
diya example would be to imagine a situation in the Bhagavata Purana, where 
Sudama and other boyhood friends of Krsna are enjoying each others’ company, 
and laughter breaks out when Krsna plays a practical joke on the milkmaids. 
Similarly, horror and even the odious mood are aroused when the devotee is 
watching aplay in which Krsna slays ademon andthe demon’s blood and guts spill 
out. Nevertheless, these ancillary moods only deepen the admiration and love of 
the devotees for their hero. Given that the GosvamTs follow the dramaturgical 
model and use the enormously rich narratives containing an endless variety of 
situations and characters, any type of emotion and aesthetic mood can be placed in 
the context of a single mood, devotion. 


Individual Differences Among Devotees And Their Choice 
of Appropriate Forms of Relating to Krsna 

The path of devotion may be understood basically as a way to improve and 
enhance one’s ways of loving God and sharing the Bliss that He incarnates. 
However, given our distinct individuality, each person, if he or she wishes, must 
begin in whatever way he or she feels comfortable, and continue at apace and in a 
manner that is appropriate for his or her temperament and needs from time to time. 
Shrivatsa Goswami (1982), a contemporary author who writes about bhakti as 
conceived in the Gaudiya Vaisnava tradition, explains the approach to the path of 
devotion in a simple and lucid manner: 
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Because ofits finite basis ... worldly love ... cannot lead to infinite and eternal bliss, and 
it is to this that the human quest tends. The limited phenomenal rasa must finally be 
transmuted into the transcendent, absolute rasa. To attain such a rasa the devotee 
chooses a personally suitable mode of relation with Krishna [sic] from those exemplified 
by the people of Vraja. The deep loving relation is crystallized in certain conceits that a 
devotee must adopt. One may regard Krishna as one’s master, charge, friend, or beloved. 
Such conceits, remembered from dramatic situations in Vraja and gradually appropri¬ 
ated, give rise to permanent relationships. One comes to consider Krishna as a master 
(dasya), a son (vatsalya), a friend (sakhya) ora beloved (madhurya). When catalyzed by 
ancillary factors, these modes of intense attraction and attachment (rati), the substantive 
causes (sthayT-bhava) of love, culminate in the ultimate aesthetic experience of 
Krishna-rasa. Such realization is the highest form of love. 17 


As suggested by Goswami, a particular individual may choose to position him- or 
herself vis-a-vis Krsna (or another deity of his or her choice) in the role of a 
servant, child, parent, friend, or a lover. It is my impression, however, that in 
practice, a particular mode of orientation may be the preferred or dominant for a 
particular devotee rather than an exclusive one. Thus, in a Sanskrit prayer that is a 
most common part of the daily ritual of countless Hindus, the devotees refer to the 
Lord as their mother, father, brother, and friend. At any rate, bhakti as described by 
Shrivatsa Goswami can be said to involve the cultivation of an intensely emotional 
relationship with the deity in a particular preferred role in such a way that the 
devotee is totally engulfed in the experience ofthe devotional mood (bhakti rasa). 

There are some well-known examples of the cultivation of specific role 
relationship with God. The women saint-poetesses JanabaT (1260-1353)and 
Mirabal (16th century), for instance, are said to have appointed themselves as a 
servant and aloverofGod, respectively. For long periods they engaged themselves 
in behaviors that could be safely called role-play in contemporary psychological 
terms. In more recent times, Ramakrishna Parmahamsa (1836-1886) is reported to 
have played the role ofa child to the goddess KalTin whose temple outside Calcutta 
he served as a priest (Kakar, 1991, p. 21). For some 6 months he is said to have 
dressed, lived, and behaved like a young woman, playing the role ofRadha in 
relation to Krsna. This idea of a man becoming a servant or lover of God is of 
course not exclusive to Hinduism; the Sufi saint Rumi is said to have thought of 
himself as “God's slave.” According to A. R. Arasteh (1980) some Sufis thought 
ofthe “I-thou”relationship between a person and God as a “spiritual marriage” 
(p. 122). Besides servant and lover, there are certain examples of unique role 
relationships. In one of his poems, the 13th-century Marathi saint-poet NaraharT 
Sonar, a goldsmith by occupation, refers to God as his customer. There is a legend 
about him that once he was called on to make a golden ornament for the idol of 
Vithoba in Pandharpur. 18 In that sense, God became his customer! In his poem 
Narahari interprets this unique relationship in terms of a highly imaginative 
symbolism, saying that he uses his intellect as the scissors to steal the gold of 
bhakti while cutting a deal with his customer — God. 
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Examples of devotion expressed in the form of serious, sustained, and 
complete role-play are quite rare. In its ordinary form, devotion is usually ex¬ 
pressed through a variety of rituals. The rituals may be performed on a daily, 
weekly, monthly, or annual basis; they may be occasional or regular, individual or 
collective, at home or in the temple, spontaneous or organized. Nine different 
forms of worship are commonly suggested in the literature: 19 

1. Listening to the stories about God (sravanam) 

2. Singing songs and chanting (kTrtanam) 

3. Remembering or repeating God’s name (visnoh smaranam) 

4. Offering foot-salutation (padasevanam) 

5. Worshipping by offering flowers, food, incense, and so on (arcanam) 

6. Offering salutation and praise (vandanam) 

7. Offering service, or becoming God’s servant (ddsyam) 

8. Cultivating friendship or love for God (sakhyam) 

9. Offering one’s self to God (atmunivedanam) 20 

These different forms of worship are often considered secondary or subordinate 
(gauni) ways of devotion. Some of these forms, such as offering flowers, burning 
incense, singing prayers, and the like are parts of daily rituals for many Hindus. 
The seventh and eighth forms in the above list, namely becoming a servant or 
expressing friendship, are not easy to practice as part of rituals, nor are they 
“secondary” orrelatively superficial. Indeed, they are considered major forms by 
Rupa GosvamT(see Table 5.4). The last one, offering one’s self (atmanivedanum), 
is anything but secondary; it implies surrendering or dissolving the ego-a highly 
difficult feat. 21 

Much of what has been said about devotional Hinduism so far in this chapter 
is common knowledge to those who may have followed or studied Hinduism. It is 
not common, however, to find a psychological analysis or understanding of the 
same. In the balance ofthis chapter, 1 wish to attempt a psychological analysis and 
interpretation of the path of devotion in the light of the concepts of Indian and 
Western psychology. My focus will be on the processes ofself-transformation that 
might result from the practice ofmajor and subordinate forms of devotion. Before 
turning to such an analysis, it will be useful to briefly describe what an ideal 
devotee is supposed to be like. Such a description would suggest a benchmark for 
assessing a devotee’s progress on the path of devotion. 

The Ideal Devotee: Character and Rarity 

The Bhagavad-GTta is clearly one of the most highly respected texts in the 
Indian tradition. Ascribed to Krsna, the views ofthe Gita are particularly authorita - 
tive and significant from the point of view ofthe followers ofthe devotional path. 
In the 12th chapter, the Gtta (12.13-20) presents a description of an ideal devotee. 
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The most distinctive features of an ideal devotee are that he or she has no ill will 
toward any creature, is friendly, forgiving, compassionate, and devoid of egoism. 
A true devotee is even minded in the face of pain or pleasure, always manifesting 
inner contentment; he or she is free from bursts ofjoy, anger, fear, and agitation. 
No longer troubled by desires, he or she neither hates nor rejoices, is equally fair to 
friend and foe, and is not swayed by either flattery or insult. This ideal of 
personhood has been popularized in various ways by the followers of the bhakti 
movement. In a famous poem titled “vaisnavajana to tene kahive ” composed in 
Gujarati by Saint Narasi Mehta (1415-1481), for instance, much ofthe same ideas 
are expressed. Mahatma Gandhi included this song as part ofhis prayer meetings, 
thereby gaining from and adding to the immense popularity of the song and its 
ideals. To put it simply, a person who has traversed the path of devotion and 
reached its destination has two major characteristics: he or she is rid of egoism and 
no longer experiences emotional ups and downs. 

This description of the ideal devotee closely resembles its accounts of those 
who have reached the state of a “stable intellect” after successfully traversing the 
path of knowledge (Bhagavad-Glta, 2.55 —72). In other words, the path of knowl¬ 
edge leads to the same destination as does the path of devotion. Both help dissolve 
the ego and end the game of seesaw that tosses us between affective peaks and 
troughs with each gain and loss. Many partisans ofthe path of devotion, including 
the Gaudlya Vaisnavas, think that the path of their choice leads to greater heights 
than other paths. They claim that it takes the devotee to the highest levels of Bliss, 
not merely to the cessation of suffering promised by Sankhya. The 17th-century 
saint-poetTukaram (1973, poem 3251) describes his experience of Bliss thus: 
“There are waves ofjoy in a cavernous lake ofjoy; there isjoy inside and out!” 22 
Having tasted this infinite bliss, Tuka (as Tukaram called himself) is no longer 
interested in ending the cycle of birth and death promised by the Vedantists for 
those who set out on the path ofknowledge. Perpetuating infinite Bliss is far better 
than ending the cycle ofbirth and death; he would happily suffer through the pangs 
of waiting in the womb to be born again into a life of hardships, so he can immerse 
himself into the joy of devotion to God. 

The path of devotion is claimed to be superior in many ways: it does not 
require prerequisite qualifications, and hence is easily accessible to all, plus it is 
easy to practice. No wonder, then, that millions are attracted to it. But, alas, 
devotees such as Tukaram or Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, who manifest lack of 
egoism and infinite compassion in their behavior, are very rare. Moreover, despite 
the millions that flock to the temples and pray at home every day, there seems to be 
an extreme shortage ofbliss and a superabundance of suffering and malaise. Why 
are the devotees of Rama and Krsna busy pulling each other down within their 
communities and are equally busy fighting crusades with outsiders to their faith? 

To help understand the rarity ofideal devotees, we may turn to the Bhagavad- 
Glta (7.16), which identifies four types of devotees: some are in distress, some 
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curious, some are seeking wealth, and there are a few wise ones. The wise ones, 
alas, are in minority; a large majority turn to God only when they are in some kind 
of trouble - illness, a court case, death in the family - and when no ordinary 
measure seems to work. Rare are the devotees who are willing to offer themselves 
unselfishly as true devotees should. Worse still, a common custom in India is to 
make a “contract'’ to offer something to God, if he or she gets something in re¬ 
turn: hitting ajackpot in a lottery, success in a court case, passing an examination, 
or a nod from the paramour. Offering oneself completely (dtmanivedanam) is the 
last thing on the minds of a vast majority of the garden variety of devotees. 

Emotion and Self-transformation in Religious Devotion: 

A Psychological Interpretation 

In this concluding section of the chapter on self and emotion, I shall try to 
discuss the theoretical underpinnings of the path of devotion with a focus on 
understanding self and emotion in the light of philosophical and psychological 
principles discussed earlier. 


Ontological and Epistemological Issues 

The concept ofGod, whether personal orimpersonal, is totally incommensur¬ 
able with the worldview of science that prevails today in psychology as well as 
other fields. From the standpoint of science, the concept ofGod, particularly in a 
personalized form implied in devotion, must be pure fiction. But seen from a 
“scientific” psychological point of view, fictions sometimes matter as much if 
not more than facts. Speaking about the fictional character of the concept of self, 
the psychologist Donald Hebb (1960) once said: “The self is a fantasy all right, but 
a real fantasy with effects on human behavior” (p. 741). Hebb gave a simple 
analogy in support ofhis argument. A phantom limb is clearly an imaginary entity, 
but the pain or pleasure experienced in it is no less “real” than in the original limb 
prior to its amputation. The story of Krsna arouses passion in the same way that 
fictional characters such as Hamlet orlago do. At any rate, given our focus on the 
psychology of emotion, we should sidestep the issue ofthe ontological status ofthe 
deity, and focus instead on the ontological status of emotion, which is clearly the 
most central psychological issue concerning the path of devotion. 

From the Gaudfya Vaisnava point of view, the physical or bodily aspects of 
emotional experience and expression are far from irrelevant. Indeed, theGosvamls 
devote an inordinate amount of space in their writings to provide a highly detailed 
description of the gross as well as the minute physical features of dozens of 
emotional states, even as Bharata did in his dramaturgical writings. However, 
unlike the “naturalistic” theories of emotion such as those of James, Cannon, 
Delgado, and others, they do not try to reduce emotions to their physical concomi - 
tants. Instead, much like the social constructionists, the GosvamTs following the 
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rasa theorists, place emotions in the social or interpersonal space. There is little 
meaning to love outside the space between the lover and the beloved. In this sense, 
the Gosvamls’ conception ofreality resembles what John Shotter (1993) calls the 
“conversational reality.” In this domain, ontological issues such as the mind-body 
problem do not matter much; it is not very important to ask whether bodily 
reactions result in emotional experience or vice versa. Nor is it very important to 
raise the epistemic issue such as “how do we empirically verify whether the person 
under observation is experiencing the emotion X?” Instead, emotions are recog¬ 
nized as a matter of mutual relationships between persons and as a matter of 
experience and understanding. Regardless ofthemany differences between them 
in ontological, epistemological, and ideological matters, the social constructionists 
and the Gaudlya Vaisnavites are alike in stressing thatitis important to conceptual¬ 
ize emotions primarily (if not exclusively) as a matter of the relationship between 
the self and the other, between persons who understand and relate to each other in 
terms of the mutuality of social roles in a given culture. 

Against this background, it may be fair to say that Averill’s (1980) notion of 
emotions as transitional social roles is fairly applicable to Riipa GosvamT’s notion 
of devotional feeling as a form of affection in the mutuality of relationships 
between parents and children, masters and servants, friends, or lover and beloved. 
Outside of such paired social roles structured within a larger society, Sarbin (1986, 
pp. 90) speaks of a different, dramatistic type of roles. Thus, in Sarbin’s view, 
Hamlet is a prototypical “avenger,” Othello a “jealous husband,” and lago the 
epitome of “envy, rancor and hatred.” Such dramatistic roles, he says, “exist in 
story telling of fables, fairy tales, morality plays, bedtime stories, soap operas ... 
and myths and folktales of a society” (p. 91). Seen from this Sarbinian viewpoint, 
the “divine” love of Radha and Krsna is a prototypical “dramatistic” role of 
the Hindu culture. 

To put it in terms of the perspectives ofRosaldo (1984) and Lutz (1987), the 
Gosvamis’ theory of emotion is a typical ethnotheory of emotion. The purpose 
of such theories is to help make sense of psychosocial phenomena that are an 
integral part of a specific culture. While the culture provides the context for the 
theory, the theory in turn tries to enlighten members of a culture while at the same 
time supporting and enriching that culture. Given the already established value in 
the Indian culture of differing ways of self-transformation, the GosvamTs adopted 
the rasa theorists’ view of emotion as a tool in understanding and explaining how 
the devotees’ lives are transformed intheirjourney on the “path of devotion.” Let 
us see what sense it makes when examined from the vantage point of the construc¬ 
tionist theory of emotion. 


Self-Other Relationships and the Self-transformation of the Devotee 

In the previous chapter, I tried to interpret Advaita Vedantic meditation in the 
light of George Kelly’s approach to therapy. Here it would be appropriate to 
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examine the path of devotion in the light of the therapeutic applications of 
psychodynamic concepts and role theory. Seeing it from the vantage point of 
Freudian psychodynamics, the path of devotion could be seen as a systematic way 
of the sublimation of drives through repeated presentation of cultural ideals 
through a variety of literary and artistic modes. Even as Freud conceived of love, 
or Eros, as an all-encompassing human tendency with erotic love at its center, the 
Gaudiya Vaisnavas conceived of divine love as a cosmic force, while regarding 
romantic love as its highest form of expression. It may be remembered from 
Chapter 3 that Erik Erikson stressed the mutuality of social relations, and corre¬ 
spondingly focused on social emotions oftrust, fidelity, love, and care as those that 
develop between the individual and his or her parents, comrades, leaders, partners, 
and children. Similarly, the path of devotion emphasizes an individual’s relation¬ 
ships with the same sorts of alter roles, and seeks to direct them to an idealized role 
model. Heinz Kohut, working within the Freudian tradition, holds that for the 
healthy functioning of a personality it is essential to establish strong bonds of 
affiliation between self and “selfobjects.” In simple terms, what he means is that 
every person needs other persons such as parents, caregivers, or loved ones who 
provide support, comfort, and reassurance in a sustained manner so as to become 
integral and essential parts ofthe self. Kohut (1984) sees deficits in the formation of 
strong bonds between self and selfobject as the basic cause of psychopathology, 
and his primary therapeutic strategy involves correcting such deficits by supply¬ 
ing empathic support (pp. 65-66). Seen from a Kohutian point ofview, the path of 
devotion can be considered as a form of therapy that tries to create and establish 
deity as a selfobject that is most forgiving, loving, and reassuring, and always 
available to the devotee in bad times and good. 

Given that the concept of role is central to self-transformation through 
devotion, the process of change in the devotee may be meaningfully compared 
with changes induced in the clients of role therapy. A form of role therapy that 
seems most closely comparable here is the “fixed-role therapy” developed by 
George Kelly (1955, Vol. l,pp. 360-451).The main ideas behind Kelly’s tech¬ 
nique is to help a client to improve his ineffective or otherwise problematic ways of 
behaving in specific role contexts. The first step in this process is to ask the client to 
write a “self-characterization sketch” in which he describes his own typical ways 
of behaving in a problematic situation, such as in dealing with his demanding and 
unreasonable boss. Taking such a sketch as if it were a sketch or a script of a 
dramatic performance, the therapist and/or her associates assist the client in 
rewriting the client’s sketch or script into an ostensibly more effective performance 
of the role. The client is first encouraged to try out the new script perhaps with 
the help of an “actor” to play the boss’s role in the boss’s typical fashion. After 
such “rehearsal,” the client is encouraged to transfer this “new and improved” 
style ofrole play to the real-life situation for which it is designed with the hope of 
improvement in performance. 
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Given the many differences in their contexts, there are obvious limits to the 
comparability of the technique of fixed-role therapy with the path of devotion. 
There is no professional therapist who would help fabricate a custom-made role 
sketch for a fee, 23 although it is not inconceivable that in the Indian context a gum 
could replace the therapist in guiding his or her disciple. Regardless of this and 
other differences between the two models, there are nevertheless similarities at 
deeper levels. Interestingly, for instance, Kelly (1955, p. 373 ) suggested that in 
fixed-role therapy when the clients substitute a construct system suggested by the 
therapist in lieu oftheir habitual construct system, they should adopt it with a sense 
of “make-believe,” or “let’s pretend.” This sounds much like Shrivatsa Goswami, 
whose words cited above that the devotee must adopt certain “conceits” in 
selecting a personally suitable mode of relationship with Krsna But once such a 
“conceit” is adopted, as in the case of a devotee choosing to be, say, a friend of 
Krsna a large variety of story lines are available in the numerous literary works 
that sketch the roles that various friends of Krsna played. The devotee then could 
select one of the many modes of behavior, use it like a prescription by a Kellyian 
therapist, and try it out in real life. 

Indeed, that is exactly what extraordinary devotees such as Mirabai and 
Ramakrishna Paramahamsa did in their lives. Both wore the clothes and lived and 
acted in real lives like Radha The deep level of self-transformation that both 
devotees are said to have undergone makes sense in the same way in which role 
therapy is claimed to be effective. As their biographies indicate, both Mirabai and 
Ramakrishna were considered weird by many ordinary people around them, and 
both suffered much criticism and other problems for acting in such unusual ways. 
Most ordinary devotees are not prepared to go to such levels of serious involve¬ 
ment in their “conceits.” Devotees who relate to their deities mainly by listening to 
their stories would presumably be influenced in the same way that people who 
listen to any kinds of stones. Like the secular cinemagoers and novel readers, their 
religious counterparts might vicariously learn from the punishment of villains 
and from the victories of heroes. 


The Psychology of the Various Forms of Worship 

It is commonplace that, generation after generation, large numbers of people 
inmost societies follow varied ritualized forms ofworship addressed to concrete or 
abstract symbols of divinity. Whether behavior in the form of rituals is thought of 
as meaningful or meaningless, crucial or trivial, from the point of view of “scien¬ 
tific” psychology, religious rituals seem to be voluntarily undertaken and appar¬ 
ently “enjoyed” by most who engage in them. Assuming that they are enjoyable to 
the performers, how could we account for the positive affect associated with 
religious rituals? Let me suggest an answer in the light of the concept of “flow” 
suggested by the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1975). According to 
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Csikszentmihalyi, a variety of activities in work and play are conducive to “act 
with total involvement-as flow. In the flow state, action follows upon action 
according to an internal logic that seems to have no need for conscious intervention 
by the actor” (p. 36). Such activities are found in diverse situations, such as highly 
demanding work in surgical operations, in playing games like chess, as well as in 
recreational activities like rock climbing. Usually, says Csikszentmihalyi, such 
activities are “autotelic- that is, people seek flow primarily for itself, not for the 
incidental extrinsic rewards that may accrue from it” (p. 36). He says that play 
provides the flow experience par excellence, and points to extensive literature 
suggesting analogues of flow in “transcendental” and “religious” contexts, in¬ 
cluding collective ritual and “practically any other form ofritual experience” (p. 
37). Singing songs, chanting the name ofa god, collective dancing, and other such 
activities that are regular parts ofthe various forms ofworship are superbly suited 
to create what Csikszentmihalyi has called the flow experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1991). 

The analogy of “play” in this context is certainly not far-fetched in the Hindu 
devotional context, where the activities ofthe entire universe have been thought of 
as God’s “play” (lila). More particularly, in the case of devotion to Krsna the 
annual festival of 9 days of autumn (nava ratri) celebrated with stick dances (dcin- 
diya ras) in Gujarat and elsewhere is particularly conducive to a flowing activity in 
which large numbers ofmen, women, and children can participate. In various parts 
of India, all sorts of play that Krsna was supposed to be involved in Vraja are 
recreated: throwing color on each other (holi, ranga pancann) in Northern and 
Western India, or climbing on human pyramids to “steal” butter from hanging pots 
in Bombay and vicinity, for instance. Like the notion of play, which is an integral 
part ofthe devotional tradition, the notion of flow is very much explicit and integral 
to the worship of Krsna in particular. The notion of flow is intimately connected 
with the notion of aesthetic relish as rasa, which literally means “juice.” Srivatsa 
Goswami (1982) expresses its significance succinctly as follows: 

Whether the flow of aesthetic experience be from the Ocean to a small pond or vice versa, 
a connecting stream (dhara) is required to conduct it. That stream is none other than 
Radha herself, the leader and exemplar of gopis, and the two syllables in her name (ra- 
dha) suggest how reversibly the stream (dha-ra) flows. It is her grace that makes the 
flow or rasu possible, connecting the human and the divine in a liquid medium, 
submerging them in a world of lila (play) (p. 76). 

It is interesting to note that Goswami connects the experience of flow in devotion 
with that in play. As Csikszentmihalyi (1991) has pointed out, various types of 
individual as well as collective activities in play and recreation as well as work 
involve the experience of flow, which is generally pleasurable. From apsychologi - 
cal point ofview outlined by Csikszentmihalyi (1991, pp. 178-183), certain kinds 
of activities allow action and awareness to merge so as to enable a person to 
concentrate intensely on the action and become temporarily oblivious to distrac- 
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tions arising from the surrounding. This could happen while playing a musical 
instrument or listening to music, while having sex, while being engaged in a 
religious ritual, or even while marching to aband. According to Csikszentmihalyi, 
“people in flow report a loss of self-consciousness ” (1991, p. 185, emphasis 
original). As noted, aestheticians from Abhinavagupta in medieval India to Bul- 
lough in 20th-century England have noted that a temporary loss of self-conscious - 
ness is a common feature of all types of aesthetic experience. In moments of such 
loss of self-consciousness, the common worries and concerns of the ego are 
temporarily suspended, which seems to at least partly account for the pleasurable 
nature of aesthetic experience and “relishing” (rasa) of devotion. 

It is important to remember that, as pointed out by Csikszentmihalyi (1993), 
an important condition for an activity or experience to be an enjoyable flow is that 
it must become autotelic, i.e., “worth doing for its own sake” (p. 179). This 
condition may be fulfilled in virtually any type of activity regardless of its nature 
and context. By the same token, it is possible to find and sometimes to deliberately 
introduce autotelic activities in a variety of programs, regardless of whether they 
are solitary or collective, religious or secular, sacred or profane. Autotelic activ¬ 
ities could be part of a religious dance leading to a benign mystic trance, or of 
a military band leading troops to agenocidal war. Csikszentmihalyi (1993, Ch. 9) 
has suggested that throughout history, religious and ideological movements as 
diverse as Confucianism, Islam, and Jesuit Catholicism have devised activities 
guided by clear rules that have been enjoyable to millions, but their practice has 
been part of larger programs that have not always been benign. In discussing such 
movements Csikszentmihalyi has remarked that “no new cultural game is immune 
from exploitation” (p. 265), and there is no reason to assume that games devised in 
the name ofHindu gods may prove to be exceptional in this regard. At any rate, the 
joy derived from singing, dancing, and similar artistic expressions of devotion has 
been considered similar to, but not the same as, the ultimate bliss (brahmananda). 
Moreover, devotional singing and dancing, which produce a pleasurable flow 
experience as do many other types of activities, are considered as secondary or 
lower (gauni) forms of bhakti. According to the GaudTya Vaisnava interpretation, 
the path of devotion aims at the continuation of the flow experience till it reaches 
the highest level ofbliss, and the aim is to keep it at that level by being repeatedly 
reborn in the atmosphere of devotion to Krsna. By contrast, Patanjali Yoga 
expects to attain the state ofbliss by stopping rather than perpetuating the flow of 
experience, and aims to prevent rebirth. 


The Contrast between Bhakri and Yoga 

The metaphor of flow is not unique to the path of devotion; it may be recalled 
that William James implied it in his idea ofthe “stream of consciousness.” Vyasa, 
a major commentator ofPatanjali Yoga aphorisms also used a similar expression, 
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“mind-river” (citta nadi), and spoke explicitly of the flowing nature of the 
processes of consciousness. However, the Yogic and devotional strategies of 
dealing with the flow of mental and physical activities are almost diametrically 
opposite. The devotional approach clearly seeks to facilitate the flow and keep it 
going by engaging the devotee in continuing physical and mental activities. On the 
contrary, the concentrative meditation of Yoga wants the yogi to minimize physi¬ 
cal activity by sitting in a stable posture, then attenuate the flow by withdrawing the 
attention from the intentional object, and slow down the flow ofideas until it comes 
to a standstill. In the devotional approach, an attempt is made to keep as many 
sensory modalities active and constantly engaged as possible. In the rasa-ttla 
dance, as in the dance of the Sufi dervishes, for instance, the devotees are 
surrounded by the sound of constant singing, chanting, and playing of musical 
instruments; kinesthetic senses are engaged in continuous movement ofthe whole 
body; the eyes are constantly engaged by brilliant colors of apparel worn by the 
dancers and by the decorations; and there is even incense burned and sweets 
ingested now and then to involve olfaction and gustation. By sharp contrast, silent 
environments are recommended for Yogic meditation, and the meditator must 
withdraw the senses from their objects. While in devotional worship the sensory 
experience is enriched and constantly fed, in Yogic meditation the senses are 
impoverished and starved. 

Ironically, despite the differences just noted, both bhakti and Yoga aim at 
weakening and ultimately destroying the control of the narrowly conceived ego 
involved in or identified with practical goals of mundane life. Both try to help 
realize a transcendental self through disidentification with the ego. But, asNalini 
Kanta Brahma (1993) correctly points out, “the realization can be had in two 
different ways, (i) by emphasizing the object-factor of consciousness, or (ii) by 
emphasizing the subject-factor. The Bhakti-marga takes the first method and Yoga 
and Jnana-marga the second” (p. 242). In terms ofaffect, the strategy in devotion is 
to reach out to the object and increase the amount of affective energy cathected 
onto it. Yoga, on the contrary, requires the yogi to systematically decrease the 
intensity of affect through the cultivation of dispassionateness (vairagva), and 
aims at complete decathexis. For the path of devotion, it does not matter which 
kind of emotion is directed toward the deity or object of devotion; even negative 
emotions such as fear or even hatred will bring the same result. According to the 
Bhagavata Purana even those who approached God with lust, hatred, fear, or 
friendship have been absolved oftheir sins and have attained the same destination 
as His devotees insofar as their mind was completely absorbed in Him because of 
their intense emotions (SrTmad-Bhagavatam, 7.1.30). 24 In his analysis of devotion 
to Krsna, Noel Sheth (1984) notes that 

what matters is not the motivation, but the intensity of the emotion... . [B]oth the Visnu 
Purana and the Bhagavata Purana relate the hatred of Krishna [sic] with devotion: for 
both what is important is not the motivation, but the concentration on Krishna, which 
can thus be considered a form of meditation, (p. 153) 
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It is said that having learned from an oracle that Krsna will be his nemesis, Kamsa 
felt extremely scared, and began to see Krsna everywhere. Even as a result of such 
paranoia, the fear of Krsna nevertheless helped Kamsa realize that God was 
ubiquitous, so the result is no different from the Vedantist who realizes that 
Brahman is everything. 


Notes 


1. See Aristotle’s deAnima, (403 a 2-403 b 19).The selection and translation used for the present study 
is from Calhoun and Solomon (1984, pp. 48-50;see also p. 43). 

2. For an English translation of relevant selections from Sartre’s The Emotions: A Sketch of a Theory 
and a discussion of his views of emotion, see Calhoun and Solomon (1984, pp. 244-250). 

3. H. J. Bershady has recently published his own new translation of select essays by Scheler, 
including the one on the meaning of suffering (see Scheler, 1992, pp. 82-115). 

4. Saint Tukarain’s original Marathi words in poem No. 88 are: 

sukha pahatajavapade | 
duhkha parvata evadhe | 

(seeTukaram, 1973, p. 13). 

5. yato abhyudayanih^reyasasiddhih sa dharmah | 

This definition of dharma is attributed to the Vaisesika aphorisms (1.1.2) ofKanada (see Kanada, 
1985). 

6. For a detailed account of the Sankhya system, see Larson and Bhattacharya (1987), or Larson 
(1969). For a Sanskrit text of Isvarakrsna’s Sankhya Karika and Vacaspati Misra’s commentary 
on the same, see S. SastrT(1940); for an English translation, see Larson (1969, pp. 255-277). 
Among the secondary sources, I have found S. N. Dasgupta’s (1922/1975, Vol. 1, Ch. 7) chapter on 
Sankhya Yoga in his History of Indian Philosophy most useful. 

7. Vacaspati Misra, a scholar known for valuable commentaries on several classical texts, is believed 
to have flourished in mid-9th century, CE. Among the several available editions of his commentary 
on the Sakhhya Karika, called the Sankhya TattvaKaumudT, I have used the Sanskrit text edited by 
Sivanarayana Sastri (1940) and Hindi translation by R. S. Tripathi (1982). 

8. The Sankhya Karika (43—45)lists the following eight basic predispositions (bhavas) that are said 
to accrue to an embodied person: predisposition for (1) meritorious action (dharma), (2) un- 
meritorious action (adharma), (3) knowledge or discrimination (jhana), (4) ignorance or non¬ 
discrimination (ajhana), (5) detachment (vaifagya), (6) attachment (avairagya), (7) power of 
control (aisvarya), and (8) impotence or lack of control (anaisvarya ). 

9. Bharata lists the eight rasas in Chapter 6, stanza 15, followed by the list of basic emotions in stanza 
17. See Bharatamuni (1926/1956, pp. 266-267).There are several translations with commentaries 
available on Chapters 6 and 7 of Bharata’s Natyasastra. Of these, I have consulted a Marathi 
translation with commentary by R. P. Kangle (1973). 

10. This list appears in Bharata’s Natyasastra. Chapter 6, stanzas 18-21. 

11. In preparing this section, I have consulted several works in Sanskrit, Marathi, and Hindi, along with 
a few publications in English. The works I found most useful in preparing my account of the 
generalization of emotion include a Marathi book on Mammata’s Kavyaprakasa by K. S. Arjun- 
wadkar and A. Mangrulkar (1962), and a separate Hindi book on this topic by Premakant Tandan 
(1983). Tandan has discussed in some detail the similarity between rasa theorists’ view of the 
generalization of emotions and Edward Bullough’s notion of psychical distance. 

12. I have discussed this issue of music as meditation with several prominent musicians currently 
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active in the concert circuit in northern India. While some musicians consider music part of their 
meditation and spiritual self-development, many others do not. 

13. Visnu, the sustainer, is one of the Hindu “Trinity,” along with Brahma (not the Brahman of 
Vedanta) the creator, and £iva (also called Sankara and numerous other names), the destroyer. 

14. This is a sacred symbol widely used to represent ultimate reality or God. Considered as a compound 
of three characters in the Nagariscript, a, u, and m, it is pronounced as “aum,” or “om,” and forms 
a common part of chanting in meditation and prayers. 

15. The following are the words from Section 2 (daksina vibhaga), subsection 5 (vibhdvakhya lahan) 
ofRupa GosvamTs Bhaktiasamrtasindhu. It lists five types of major devotional moods arranged in 
an order in increasing superiority: 

mukhyastu pancadha santah pflth preyamsca vatsalah | 
madhurascetyaim jneya yathapurvamanuttamah | 

This stanza is numbered 88 at the beginning, and 115 at the end, in the text edited by Shyamadas 
(see Gosvami 1981, p. 551). 

16. In Bhaktiasamrtasindhu Kivpa GosvamT(1981, p. 562) characterizes thejoy of santa bhakti or the 
devotional mood of the type of quietude, in the following words: 

prayah svasukhajaffyam sukharh syadatra yogiriam | 
kintvatmasaukhyaamaghanam ghanastvfsamaym sukham || 5 || 

17. Here Gosvami refers the reader to sections 110-111 of Jiva Gosvaim PrTtisandarbha, mentioning 
page 67 of the text edited by Pundasa. In the text edited by Shriharidasa Shastri, the relevant ideas 
may be found particularly in the Hindi commentary on page 370. 

18. This legend is mentioned in an unsigned article on Narahari Sonar in the Vharatiya Samskrtikosa 
the MarathT encyclopedia of Indian culture edited by M. Joshi (1967, Vol. 4, p. 697). 

19. An oft quoted verse SrTmad-Bhdgavatam reads as follows: 

sravanam kirtanam visnoh smaranam padasevanam | 
arcanam vandanam dasyam sahhyamatmanivedanam || (7.5.23). 

I am grateful to Dr. Nalinee Chapekar for helping me locate the source of this verse. 

20. The translations are mine. 

21. This idea resonates with Thomas a Kempis’s notion of self-surrender mentioned in Chapter 2. 

22. This is my paraphrase of the following words: anadace dohT ananda taranga | 
anadaci anga anand^ce || (see Tukaram, 1973, p. 540, poem 3251). 

23. It is rather remarkable that, as noted by Rychlak (1981, p. 742), George Kelly had never taken a fee 
from a client in over 30 years of therapeutic practice (see Kelly, 1969, p. 54). 

24. The words in SrTmad-Bhdgavatam that convey the idea as paraphrased by me here are as follows: 

kamad dvesadbhayatsnehadyatha bhaktyesvare manah | 
avesya tadagham hitva bahavastadgatim gatah| | 

(Srimad-Bhagavatam, 7.1.30). 

I am grateful to Dr. Nalinee Chapekar for helping me locate in SrTmad-Bhdgavatam the words cited 
here. 
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SELF-AS-AGENT 

The Psychology of Action 


In this chapter, I shall discuss the relationship between self and action, orthe notion 
of the self-as-agent. Human agency has been a most neglected topic in the 
mainstream ofmodem psychology throughout the century that has passed since the 
founding of the laboratories of Wundt and James. While several existentialists 
usually insisted, and humanists often implied, that human beings are free agents 
responsible for their actions, most behaviorists implied, and Skinner insisted, that 
human agency and freedom are an illusion. As noted in Chapter 2, since the late 
1930s, psychology in North America turned to the study of personality, ignoring 
the ideas ofpersons as moral agents who could be held responsible for what they do 
or do not do. However, as the end of the 20th century is drawing near, human 
agency has started to emerge as a topic of serious study in psychology. 

Are human beings free to act as they choose, or are they more or less coerced 
to act in particular ways by the unbreakable chain of causality? This dilemma has 
engaged some of the best minds through centuries of history of ideas in the West, 
and there are no signs ofresolution in sight. As pointed out by Martin Hollis (1977), 
there are two competing views of human nature in contemporary social science 
literature. One view characterizes human beings as basically free, and the other 
characterizes human beings as determined. Hollis has dubbed the first view the 
Autonomous Man and its rival as the PlasticMan. In contemporary psychology, 
the advocates of these two positions are lodged in the separate camps of the 
humanists and the behaviorists. Watson, the founding father of behaviorism, 
clearly espoused the Plastic Man when he declared that, if given an opportunity to 
train babies right from birth, he could turn some into competent professionals and 
shape others into delinquents, by systematically manipulating their environments. 
Skinner expanded on this theme by suggesting in Walden Two that all ofhumanity 
could be brought under control so as to create a utopian society, and in Beyond 
Freedom and Dignity he dismissed the notion ofhuman agency. At the opposite 
end of the spectrum, the humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers respected human 
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freedom to the extent of insisting that even in the role of a therapist, he must be 
nondirective. The well-publicized debate between Rogers and Skinner (1956), the 
many strong reactions to Skinner’s (1971) publication of Beyond Freedom and 
Dignity, and the continuation of the debate through the recent years illustrate the 
persisting tension between the voluntarists and the determinists. 1 

Although the current debate has revived some of the age-old arguments on 
both sides ofthe issue, few psychologists have tried to trace the roots of the current 
views to the classical positions argued by a number of famous thinkers over the 
centuries that have informed the contemporary debate. Without the historical 
background, it is difficult to make sense ofthe extreme polarization ofpsychology 
between believers and nonbelievers in human freedom. When 1 look at the 
contemporary controversy from a traditional Indian viewpoint, 1 am most in¬ 
trigued, for there is a conspicuous absence of a parallel debate in India even among 
those Indian thinkers who hotly debated related issues such as causality over the 
centuries. It is not strange, however, that psychologists are not very much inter¬ 
ested in tracing the historical background ofthe issue, for many of them share the 
positivist disregard ofhistory. Like Auguste Comte, the father ofpositivism, many 
a modem psychologist has considered old ideas as obsolete and unworthy of our 
attention. Skinner (1974, p. 167), in keeping with the positivist disdain for ancient 
ideas, repeatedly suggests that belief in forces internal to the organism is a vestige 
ofthe animistic thinking typical of “primitive” people that should be immediately 
discarded by the science ofpsychology. Although many good textbooks ofhistory 
ofpsychology are available today, most of them fail to give a clear account ofthe 
origin and development of the current positions for and against human agency. 

Against this background, 1 shall try to present in the next several pages a brief 
reconstruction of the historical debate in the West on the freedom-determinism 
issue. There is a long history of debate over the freedom-determinismissue in 
Western tradition. 2 1 cannot pretend to discuss this issue in all its complexities; I 
must restrict the scope ofdiscussion and select some aspects/ideas over others. The 
selection must inevitably be arbitrary at least to some degree, and here it is slanted 
toward the context and purpose of the present inquiry. In the first part of the 
chapter, although the focus will be on Western thought, I shall try to identify clear 
parallels as well as sharp contrasts between Indian and Western ideas where 
appropriate. In the second part, 1 shall focus on some relevant approaches from the 
Indian tradition. 


Views of Self-as-Agent in Western Thought 
and Some Parallels from India 


In the Western tradition, the origin ofthe deterministic position is often traced 
to Democritus (ca. 460-370 bce), the ancient Greek thinker who held that 
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everything that happens in the universe is strictly controlled by laws that combine 
or separate atoms of which things are made. Epicurus (341-270 BCE), who 
followed Democritus in holding an atomist view of the world and a materialist 
concept ofthe soul, could not accept the fatalist implication ofthis view. Assuming 
that the ordinary experience of freedom is not a mere illusion, he suggested that 
mind atoms occasionally “swerve” here and there, rather than being absolutely 
and totally determined by other atoms colliding with them. One can see the origin 
here ofthe differing conceptions ofdeterminism: one that admits to something like 
“chance,” thereby loosening the hold of external forces implied in the other, more 
strict form of determinism. 

Determinism, whether conceived in either a strict or loose way, is inextricably 
connected with the notion of causality. Indeed, determination of events is most 
usually understood as causal determination. The basic idea is that every event is 
the result of a cause, not a mere happenstance. In other words, the universe is a 
cosmos, not a chaos. This idea is implicit in many systematic worldviews, scien¬ 
tific or commonsense, ancient or modem, Eastern or Western. As we saw in 
Chapter 3, in the Advaita Vedantic worldview, the doctrine of karma assumes 
causal relationships among human actions and their consequences as part of a 
cosmic order, and the belief in this doctrine is common to the otherwise diverse 
systems of Indian thought in Buddhism, Hinduism, as well as Jainism. In the 
Western tradition, Aristotle pioneered the systematic conceptualization of causal¬ 
ity. Over the centuries, his views invited considerable following and elaboration, 
as well as strong criticism and debate, so as to decisively shape the diverse 
contemporary conceptions of causality, determinism, and human agency. 

Aristotle’s Four “Causes” 

Aristotle’s famous notions ofthe four varieties of “causes” arose from his 
search for reasons why something is the way it is. Basically, they are answers to the 
following questions in regard to any event or phenomenon: What is it? (formal 
cause); ofwhat substance is it made? (material cause ); by which agency? (efficient 
cause); and to what end? (final cause) (Winston, 1985). The distinction among 
these four types is based on Aristotle’s complex notions of “matter” and “form.” 
Although these terms are currently in wide usage, their contemporary meanings 
are different from their Aristotelian counterparts. Aristotle’s discussion of “rea¬ 
sons why” (aitia) in Physica (Book 11.3), Metaphysica (Book A.3),3 and other 
writings is somewhat ambiguous, and has prompted several alternative interpreta¬ 
tions by scholars. As noted by Winston (1985), Aristotle’s categories have no exact 
equivalents in current terminology, since the ancient terms have undergone consid¬ 
erable transformation through history. It will be useful to first explain Aristotle’s 
views with the help of examples of each category from his own writings before 
accounting for their influence on the current context. 
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As noted, the Aristotelian notion of formal cause was invoked while trying to 
answer the question “what is it?” with reference to a given event, phenomenon, or 
object. Ifthe answer to such aquestion is “brick” or “statue,” it implies a category 
in which we place the object in our understanding. What we mean thereby is not 
only the pattern or shape of the object, but its essence. In the case ofthe brick, for 
instance, it could be the use to which it can be put, such as building a wall, by virtue 
of its shape and other properties. Aristotle gives the example ofthe ratio of 1 : 2 as 
being the most essential feature of a musical octave, and calls it the octave’s 
“formal cause.” He refers to matter and form in a relative way such that, while clay 
is said to be the material cause ofthe brick, brick is the material cause ofthe wall, 
wall that of the house, and so on. The clay is said to actualize its potential in the 
“form” of the brick, the brick into the form of the wall, and so on. A typical 
Aristotelian example ofefficient cause is the builder as efficient cause ofahouse. It 
clearly implies some external agency, action, or force that brings about a change in 
something into its present state. By contrast, the final cause is the end result, or 
purpose, “for the sake of which” some change may be brought about. Thus, health 
is the goal for the sake of which one exercises, or beautification of a living room is 
the purpose for which a statue may be sculpted, and so on. 

Severalpsychologists (e.g.,Griffore, 1978;Rychlak, 1979;Moore, 1984)have 
pointed out how current conceptualizations of causality parallel Aristotelian “rea¬ 
sons why” to varying degrees. According to Moore (1984, p. 88), an explanation 
similar to Aristotle’s material cause is used when reference is made to the genetic 
makeup or physiological structure of the organism. A similar approach was 
implied when Hempel (1935/1949)tried to explain a toothache in terms ofdecayed 
tissue in the gums. In general we can say that a mental phenomenon is explained in 
terms of a material cause by trying to reduce it to its physical substratum or 
concomitant. Take for instance the explanation ofdream states in terms ofconcom- 
itant rapid eye movements (REM), or of associative learning in terms of neural 
connections in the brain. 

The notion of efficient cause is most commonly implied in the concept ofthe 
stimulus. Skinner (1953, p. 47) describes the stimulus as an external agent that 
controls abehavioral response. In Contingenciesof Reinforcement, Skinner( 1969) 
explains the term “stimulus” as originating from the Latin term for “goad,” (i.e., a 
pointed rod used to urge on an animal), and calls it “the action ofthe environment” 
(p. 3). Skinner (1969) adds that Jacques Loeb’s research ontropisms demonstrates 
the ways in which “the environment somehow or other forced the organism to 
behave” (p. 3, emphasis original). Such characterization of stimuli clearly fits the 
Aristotelian category of the efficient cause. 

The notion of 'formal cause as described by Aristotle is complex, and its 
correspondence with contemporary ideas is particularly difficult to establish. 
Nevertheless, it should be clear that formal cause involves explaining something 
by pointing to its essence, as illustrated in his example ofthe ratio 1 : 2 as the formal 
cause of an octave. After all, we define an octave by a specific relationship between 
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notes (measured by the length of string required to produce them, for instance). 
This example prompts me to suggest that a psychologist uses something very 
similar to formal cause when he or she tries to explain or understand the behavioral 
pattern: periodic swings in mood by which a patient’s behavior is understood as 
belonging to the “manic-depressive”category by definition. Explanations in¬ 
volving typologies and traits (authoritarianism, introversion, etc.) imply basically 
the same sort ofidea. Another aspect offormal cause follows from Aristotle’s view 
that matter has potential that may actualize in its “form”-like an acorn actualiz¬ 
ing its potential in the form of an oak. Biological approaches to human develop¬ 
ment, such as Piaget’s and Erikson’s, can be said to invoke basically this Aristo¬ 
telian type ofexplanation insofar as they explain behavior in terms ofthe unfolding 
of a pattern that is “built in” to the organic structure right from start. The 
Maslowian self-actualization model has a more than accidental correspondence 
with the Aristotelian idea of the actualization of potentials. 4 

The final cause is much easier to express in modem terminology, since its 
meaning has not changed considerably through the ages. Now, as in the past, it 
means purpose, and involves a teleological explanation. Aristotle thought that it 
was important to account for any phenomenon in terms of as many of the four 
“reasons why” as may be relevant in its context. However, he was viewed as 
having emphasized teleological explanations over explanation in terms ofthe other 
three types ofreasons. As we shall soon see, it was Francis Bacon’s sharp criticism 
ofteleological explanations in understanding nature that brought final causes into 
serious disrepute. Except for the existentialists and the humanists who defiantly 
reject a psychology based on the natural science model, most psychologists treat 
teleological explanations as well as the doctrine of free will with either indif¬ 
ference or sheer contempt. 

Aristotle’s ideas are important for psychology today because he laid out the 
framework for the discussion of causality for the Western intellectual tradition. 
The concept of human agency is inextricably connected with a view ofcausality in 
general and with teleological explanations in particular. Since the highly differing 
views of human agency that prevail in contemporary thought have been shaped 
by the twists and turns in the history of the concept of causality, I shall sketch 
prominent landmarks in that history in the remaining portion ofthe first half of this 
chapter. I shall introduce parallel ideas from Indian thought wherever relevant in 
this discussion, and will turn to Indian conceptions ofhuman agency in the second 
half of this chapter. 


St. Augustine: Psychology’s Links with Theology 

In the Christian tradition, God has always been viewed as the all-good, 
omniscient, and omnipotent creator of the universe. Within the first couple of 
centuries ofthe Christian era, when increasing numbers offollowers were trying to 
understand the apostolic teachings, many vexing questions regarding the coher- 



304 


CHAPTER 6 


ence of the teachings arose. For instance, if God is all-good and omnipotent, why 
did He create a world beset with famine, plague, treachery, and wars that led to 
untold human suffering? In other words, who is responsible for evil? Mani (or 
Manichaeus), a Persian who declared himself a prophet in 242 CE, suggested that 
evil is the doing of Satan, not God. While this suggested solution to the problem of 
evil affirms God’s goodness, it compromises His omnipotence. St. Augustine 
(354-430)set out to defend the Christian doctrine against this Manichean heresy. 
A way of doing this was to assign to human beings freedom of will, so that the 
human beings can be held responsible for their sin and its consequences, and God 
is absolved of any responsibility for the pitiful human condition. In City of God 
(Book XI, Section.22), Augustine (426/1960) declared: “... the soul which has 
shown itself capable of being altered for the worse by its own will, and ofbeing 
corrupted by sin ... is not apart of God, nor of the same [good] nature of God, but 
is created by Him, and is far different from its Creator” (p. 366). 

While the existence of evil seems incompatible with the belief in God’s all¬ 
good nature, His omniscience seems irreconcilable with the notion ofhuman free 
will. If God knows everything at all times, he must have also foreknown every¬ 
thing, good or bad, that his creations would ever do. IfGod knows in advance what 
1 shall do, the future course of events is unavoidable, and I would never do other 
than what He has foreseen me doing. The Roman author Cicero (106 -143BCE) had 
clearly recognized the fatalist implications of the doctrine of complete divine 
foreknowledge (predictability) ofhuman behavior, and denied it so as to preserve 
the idea of free will. Augustine, too, wished to make men free, but unlike Cicero 
he did not want to be sacrilegious by denying foreknowledge. In City of God (Book 
V, Section 10), while taking issue with Cicero, Augustine (426/1950) flatly de¬ 
clared: “He, whose foreknowledge is infallible, foreknew not that fate, or fortune, 
or something else would sin, but that the man himself would sin, who, if he wills 
not, sins not” (p. 158). 

Augustine understood very well the paradox involved in simultaneously 
affirming the doctrines of free will and foreknowledge of actions, and he tried to 
make them compatible. What was his argument in defense of such compatibility? 
As noted by W. T. Jones (1969, Vol. 2, p. 99), Augustine’s argument was based 
primarily on the eternal and immutable nature of God. When God is characterized 
as eternal, it is implied that He is not a temporal creature like human beings; God 
knows everything that happens, but not before or after the events as we human 
beings do. Indeed, terms like “before” and “after” cannot be applied to divine 
considerations, according to Augustine. In Confessions (XI. 12), he makes this 
point in his typical rhetorical style: “How, then, shall I respond to him who asks, 
‘What was God doing before He made heaven and earth?’ I do not answer, as a 
certain one is reported to have done facetiously ... ‘He was preparing hell ... for 
those who pry too deep’ ” (398/1955, p. 253) Without going into details ofthis 
issue, we may simply note that Augustine’s “theological” perspective on the 
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nature of human action was linked with issues like God’s creatorship of the world 
and the need to reconcile His goodness with the existence of evil. As we shall 
presently note, Sankara’s discussion of the nature of human action became en¬ 
meshed with the same sort of issues- a remarkable parallel given the historical 
and geographical gap that separated them. 

In his commentary on the aphorisms of Badarayana, Sankara (1980,2.1.34 -37), 5 
discusses the dilemma arising from the common observation that all creatures are 
not equal; some are happy, some unhappy, and still others inbetween. Neither the 
Advaita Vedantistnorhis critic could deny this fact. But the latter poses a question: 
Is not God, who created them all, open to the charge ofpartiality and cruelty toward 
them? As noted in Chapter 3, Sankara (1980,2.1.34-35) says no, because happi¬ 
ness or misery results justly from the creatures’ own good or bad actions. Like the 
rain that does not favor some creatures over others, God treats all creatures with 
equality. That rice and barley seeds grow into different types ofplants is no fault of 
the rain. Similarly, that angels, people, or animals enjoy or suffer differently is not 
the fault of the Lord, but simply a just consequence of their distinctive past 
experience and action (karma). But then the critic might ask: Who prompted the 
creatures to act in different ways in the first place? No one, replies the Advaita 
Vedantist; the cycle of action and its consequences (samsara) is without a begin¬ 
ning (anadi). 

Here, as in the case of St. Augustine’s views, we need not examine how 
justifiable the arguments are or how convincing their worldviews are. As part of a 
discourse in psychology rather than theology, we can take their views as but 
different ways of accomplishing a common life task: the cognitive construction of 
reality- aquest that raises cosmic issues and tries to answer them within a broad 
and internally consistent framework. From this standpoint, we may simply note the 
remarkable parallels in their respective ways of “world building.” Both start with 
a common premise, namely a belief in God and his goodness, although their 
conceptions of God are in some ways worlds apart. Within this limited range of 
commonality, both are confronted with precisely the same dilemma: how to 
reconcile the existence of evil with God’s unquestionably good nature, regardless 
of the fact that they both view evil as well as God’s creation of it somewhat 
differently. In psychological terms, both are beset with a common problem: 
cognitive dissonance. Like the subjects inFestinger’s (1957) experiments who had 
encountered contradictory beliefs, these thinkers try to make their views internally 
consistent. In doing so they adopt remarkably similar solutions: both invoke the 
notion of timelessness- of God in Augustine’s case, and that of the cycle of 
actions and their consequences in Sankara’s. Both try to protect “core constructs” 
(belief in the good God) while allowing peripheral cognitive constructs to change. 
In modem psychological terminology, this core construct is what is called the “just 
world hypothesis” (Lerner, 1980). 

Lemer’s research, like the bulk of research in modem psychology, is based 
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largely on the behavior of college sophomores recruited for the typical psychology 
experiments. The comparison of young students in modem institutions of secular 
science with revered intellects like St. Augustine and Sankara might appear 
sacrilegious to the devout followers of each. But here we may take a clue from 
Piaget, who dares to compare ordinary children with serious philosophers, and 
demonstrates parallels in their thinking about issues like time, space, andcausality, 
albeit at different levels of intellectual sophistication. Viewed from a cognitive 
psychological viewpoint, both St. Augustine and Sankara may be said to have 
based their worldviews on the “just world hypothesis,” even as psychology’s 
sophomore subjects often do. Here, we may ask: If indeed there are universal 
human tendencies to construct internally consistent worldviews and to view the 
world as morally just, are psychologists devoid of such tendencies? 

Many psychologists would be loath to compare their own “scientific” theo¬ 
ries with the worldviews of their sophomore subjects on the one hand and of 
“religious” figures on the other. Questions like “Will justice be ultimately estab¬ 
lished in the world?” would seem to be irrelevant to the value-free enterprise of 
psychology. Many ofusjust assume that we have nothing to do with theologians of 
any ilk. Many of us would like to believe that, in this postmodern era, we have left 
behind the hot and messy issues of God and His relation with the world; but have 
we? Not quite, formany psychologists as well as scientists in various fields seem to 
practice value-free science while at work, but switch to their value commitments 
and religious beliefs while at their homes, churches, or temples. As we have noted 
before, prominent psychologists like Skinner and Erikson seem to have set aside 
their religious inclinations during their academic life and expressed them in their 
postretirement phase. In connection with the issue on hand it would be useful to 
note Skinner’s own words in his autobiography: “My early religious experience 
was important.. .. I see that the point of [Beyond Freedom and Dignity] could be 
summarized as a scientific defense of the radical dissenting Protestantism of early 
19th-century England” (Skinner, 1983, p. 402). Skinner further clarifies that he 
“formulated ‘responsibility’ within a determined system ofbehavior,” following 
the footsteps ofthe Protestant theologian Jonathan Edwards’s attempt to reconcile 
the doctrine of “predestination with man’s moral responsibility” (p. 403). These 
words are important not because they seem to expose the “hidden theological 
agenda” lurking behind the secularist facade of a prominent scientist, but because 
they show how both religious and scientific worldviews are commonly concerned 
with the issue of freedom -determinism, and that scientists are not as insulated 
from the theological perspectives as is commonly held. 

Francis Bacon: The Natural Science View of Knowledge 

Francis Bacon (1561-1626)recognized and deepened the medieval distinc¬ 
tion between two ways ofknowing: one through the words ofthe Lord, and another 
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through His works. The former ofcourse refers to the interpretation ofthe scripture 
(Bible), and the latter to the study ofNature. During the medieval times, followers 
of the Hebraic tradition such as St. Augustine studied the scriptures, while the 
followers ofthe Hellenic tradition were devoted to the writings ofAristotle. Bacon, 
like Galileo after him, emphasized “reading the book of nature” more than 
interpreting God’s words in His Book. More specifically, he favored studies aimed 
at commanding nature to act in accordance with one’s desire over those that aimed 
primarily at overcoming the opponent in argument with skillful use of words. 
Moreover, he thought that human beings, who were created in His image by God 
and were like angels in being endowed with the capacity to reason, also had been 
endowed with the right of “dominion over Nature.” We could exercise this right 
through the understanding ofNature’s laws by means of our capacity to reason. 
Bacon has rightfully earned a place of pride in the history of civilization by 
inspiring the study of nature by direct observation and experiment. When Newton 
enunciated his famous laws, he was following Bacon’s path; he thought it was 
important to discover the laws that the Lord God had laid down for nature to obey. 
Bacon had a strong sense of legitimacy in the exercise of power over nature 
because he was convinced that it was to be used exclusively for “the relief of man’s 
[sic] estate” (Bacon, 1859a,p. 294). Moreover, he seriously and sincerely meant 
that the business ofdiscovery and use of scientific knowledge was to be open to the 
whole of humanity and not just particular communities. Bacon clearly espoused 
the true spirit of science. 

There is absolutely no doubt that the Baconian project has been highly 
successful and has benefited a vast portion of humanity. The fact that scientific 
knowledge often has been promoted and used for exclusive and even belligerent 
goals ofparticular nations is a related but separate issue. At any rate, the enormous 
prestige legitimately earned by the natural sciences is primarily due to their suc¬ 
cess in helping devise technologies for controlling diseases, mass manufacturing 
of useful products, and other benign and benevolent uses in the service of 
humanity. By comparison, the humanities and interpretive science- history, 
philosophy, literary criticism, law, and the like- do not directly help improve 
human health and prosperity as do science and technology. As such, the humanities 
have been inadvertently reduced to a significantly lower level of prestige when 
compared to natural sciences. It is against this background that we can understand 
the concerted effort of many modern psychologists to not only fashion their 
discipline on the lines of the natural sciences, but also to dissociate it from the 
humanities. 

Bacon’s emphasis on discovering the laws of nature and their use in the 
control ofevents in nature has obvious implications forthe issue offreedom versus 
determinism. Bacon clearly believed in the causaldetermination ofnatural events, 
and he even implied a “strict” determinism. Thus, in The Great Installation, he 
said: “the chain of causes cannot by any force be loosed or broken, nor can nature 
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becommanded except by being obeyed” (Bacon, 1620/1860),p. 32).6Ifall events 
in nature were determined by ironclad laws, how could we control them in a 
desired manner without somehow loosening their operation? Commanding nature 
by obeying her clearly involves a paradox, for how could one command and obey 
at the same time? This paradox is essentially no different from the paradox 
theologians face in reconciling Providence with human will, except that the 
scientist ascribes power ofcontrol to Nature rather than God. As we shall soon see, 
Hobbes, who followed in the footsteps of Bacon, showed how determinism and 
freedom could be compatible within a naturalist framework. Before we turn to 
Hobbes’s ideas, however, it is necessary to consider Bacon’s attack on Aristotle’s 
views ofcausality, since itdeeply influenced the development ofscientific thought, 
and continues to influence psychological thought to this day. 

Anthony Quinton (1980) has poignantly described the thrust of Bacon’s 
criticism of the Aristotelian view of causality: “Bacon is rightly understood to 
have been an inveterate and influential enemy of the doctrine of final causation” 
(p. 44). The main point ofBacon’s attack is best given in his oft-quoted words from 
The Advancement ofLearning (Bacon, 1605/1859a): 

For the handling of final causes, mixedwith the rest in physical inquiries, hath 
intercepted the severe and diligent inquiry of all real and physical causes, and given men 
the occasion to stay upon these satisfactoly and specious causes, to the great arrest and 
prejudice of further discovery, (pp. 357-358) 


By citing Aristotle’s own examples of final cause such as “the leaves oftrees are 
for protecting the fruit,” Bacon forcefully showed their futility and suggested that 
we would be better off following Democritus than Aristotle. Bacon seemed to 
love shooting at Aristotle at every possible opportunity, but he reserves his most 
caustic comments for the concept of final cause. The style and force ofBacon’s 
writings not only undermined the Aristotelian notion of final cause, but also 
inspired a successful enterprise of scientific inquiry into efficient causes. Bacon 
made it clear that final cause explanations were useless only in the study of 
physical causes, not in “metaphysic,” thereby meaning what we now call the 
human sciences. Indeed, he thought that final causes were just fine “within their 
own province.” But modem psychology in its behavioristic phase tried to expel 
final causes from explanation ofhuman behavior altogether. 

While Bacon’s ban on final causes was clearly limited to the understanding of 
events in nature, his plan of action seemed similarly restricted to domination over 
nature, presumably excluding human beings. Bacon derived sanction for this 
enterprise from the prevailing Christian worldview. According to the Biblical story 
of creation, God created man in his own image and granted him “dominion over 
the earth” (Genesis, 1.26). So, control of nature was man’s birthright. William 
Leiss (1972, pp. 12-19) has shown how several related developments in the history 
of European thought led to a progressive establishment of complete mastery over 
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not only the entire nonhuman world- plants in the forests, animals and fish of the 
land and sea- but also over all human beings other than oneself. This theme of 
mastery has been an important part of the collective agenda of the European 
civilization under the guiding theme of “progress” (Bury, 193211960). This 
“progress” was to culminate in a utopian society portrayed variously since the 
period of Enlightenment by St. Thomas More (1516/1965) in Utopia, Francis 
Bacon (1627/1859b) in New Atlantis, and, among several others, by B. F Skinner 
(1948/1969)in WaldenTwo. 

Bacon’s writings have been widely- and rightly- recognized as having 
been influential in the development of modem science. It is equally important to 
recognize the influence of several allied themes of his teaching: his slogan 
“knowledge is power”; the use of the power of scientific knowledge to control 
events in nature; the tacit understanding of knowledge as the discovery of the 
laws of nature, as opposed to self-knowledge; a pervasively extraspective stance 
turned away from the inner world of meanings and intentions; the implicit separa¬ 
tion of human beings and their environment; and the eventual extension of the 
sphere of control to include other human beings. Skinnerian psychology clearly 
illustrates the deep influence of all these themes. 

The implications ofthese themes in understanding self-as-agent, the specific 
topic under consideration, should now be clear. In the Skinnerian model, as in the 
Baconian, the scientist’s mandate to control the rest of the world is taken as an 
unquestionable birthright. While Bacon had turned to God for the scientist’s 
authority to control nature, Skinner did not have to go to Him; over the centuries 
science had attained a legitimacy ofits own while secularizing itself along the way. 
The positive contributions of science- the use of electricity, vaccines against 
deadly diseases, and countless others- have convinced the public that science 
does indeed work in the service of benign and benevolent human goals. It must 
be remembered, however, that scientific knowledge is useless unless itisputinthe 
hands of a purposeful agent. As noted in Chapter 2, even if we set aside the 
question of who will control whom, no utopian dream would come true if nobody 
was free to choose among alternative courses of action. How could someone like 
Skinner, who intends to use technology in an ambitious project, be such a 
vociferous enemy ofthe doctrines ofhuman agency and freedom? How could one 
make sense of such a grand irony? 

It seems to me that the answer to this question lies partly in the extraspective 
and impersonal stance ingrained in the worldview of science based on the Bacon¬ 
ian model. When this stance becomes entrenched, one is turned away from the 
inner world, gradually learning to neglect one’s “self’ along with the feelings, 
wishes, and “will” that it harbors. This is exactly opposite to St. Augustine’s 
stance of looking “inward” with a deeply personal focus. The enterprise of 
knowing in Baconian “science” becomes equated with studying the world “out 
there.” In the capacity of a scientist, I cannot include myself as part of the world; 



310 


CHAPTER 6 


the scientist must somehow remain outside or “above” the world he or she studies. 
Although I must admit to myself as being a part of the human collectivity, as a 
scientist I study “them,” never “myself.” Such a stance is most clearly reflected in 
the work of Max Meyer’s (1922) “psychology of the other-one,” mentioned 
before. The desire for control combined with the neglect of the inner self and a 
focus on “other ones” conspires to produce what David Bakan (1965) has called 
the “mystery -masterycomplex in contemporary psychology.” What this means 
is that the goal of exercising lordship over nature becomes paramount, while at the 
same time turning the “self’ into a perpetual mystery. 

It is important to remember that Bacon conceived of science as a public 
enterprise. After all, the insights of science would be ofno use to humanity ifthey 
remained the private property of a few. Moreover, since science involved the 
laborious work of collecting facts, true benefits of such labor could not accrue 
unless each science added to a common repository, such as a library, where they 
could accumulate generation after generation and be open to use in the interest of 
humanity at large.7 The Baconian model of science turns the scientist into an 
investigator who diligently collects “facts” devoid of any personal meaning, and 
adds them to a publicly held cumulative record of the world as it is (or at least is 
supposed to be) in actuality. Nobody can deny the immeasurable benefits of a 
publicly open character of scientific knowledge, nor can we ignore the importance 
ofkeeping personal meanings out ofthe domain of science. However, this does not 
mean that the person who plays the role ofthe scientist is a disembodied soul or a 
robot. In actuality, every scientist is driven by personal motives in doing her or his 
job, although in the capacity of scientist she or he must keep these motives out of 
the business of investigation so as to avoid the resulting biases. As scientists, 
psychologists must learn to ignore and disregard the role of purpose underlying 
their own behaviors. But does that mean that they should ignore or deny the 
purposefulness of behavior among their subjects as most behaviorists (except 
Tolman, 1932/1967) did? Seen from the vantage point ofthe history ofideas, the 
behaviorist denial ofhuman agency is meaningfully relatable to Bacon’s rejection 
of final cause as an explanatory principle. There are of course several sources of 
influence other than Bacon that shaped the Zeitgeist ofcontemporary psychology. 
Important among them is Thomas Hobbes. While Bacon did not deny purpose and 
final cause in human beings, Hobbes explicitly denied it entirely, whether in the 
outer world of nature or in the inner world ofhuman minds. 

Thomas Hobbes: The Compatibility of Freedom and Determinism 
Within a Physicalist Worldview 

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679)followed a materialistic view ofthe world 
along the lines of Democritus, taking the motion of particles as the centerpiece 
ofhis model. In Democritus’s view, the soul was composed ofatoms, and thoughts 
(eidola) arose in it by way ofthe motion ofparticles induced by atoms emanating 
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from objects in the outer world. In the same vein, Hobbes conceived of mental 
events as “phantasms,” i.e., motions of the tiny particles of the brain. Thus, 
what appears in the stream of consciousness as an intention to act, i.e., volition 
or “will,” is but a motion of some atoms in the brain that sets in under the impact of 
outside atoms moving along their trajectories. Although such motions in the brain 
are minute, they can trigger motions in the whole body, even as a few falling rocks 
often setoffhuge avalanches. Thus, intentions for action are but links in an endless 
causal chain in which inert atoms transmit momentum from one to the next. 

Thus, Hobbes offers a thoroughly mechanistic view of human behavior 
where only efficient causes operate. Working in an atmosphere charged with the 
powerful notions ofFrancis Bacon, Hobbes tried to go beyond Bacon in dispelling 
Aristotelian final causes not only from physics, but also from metaphysics. In 
ElementsofPhilosophy (Part II.10), Hobbes (1655/1839)declared: “A finalcause 
has no place but in such things as have sense and will; and this also I shall prove 
hereafter to be an efficient cause” (p. 132; emphasis original).8 Hobbes was not a 
physicist committed to working with push-pull mechanisms in the laboratory, but 
rather was a man deeply involved in social and political life. Moreover, he was a 
“political scientist” (to put it in contemporary terminology); he authored Levia¬ 
than, a classic volume that presents a distinctive political theory. Writing in the 
European tradition ofpolitical thought, Hobbes (in Leviathan, Ch. 21; 1651/1962, 
p. 163) quotes Aristotle’s words that note how democracy ensures individual 
liberties more than any other form of government. An Englishman raised in the 
political ethos shaped by the Magna Carta, the Charter of Liberties, Hobbes 
recognized the importance of parliamentary democracy, of being able to buy 
and sell in a free market, of freedom to speak, and of even disobeying a despot. 
Nevertheless, having witnessed inhumanity of man to man under conditions of 
civil war, Hobbes was equally in favor of (an ostensibly benevolent) monarchy. 
Caught between the value of liberty on the one hand and that of a sovereign's 
peacekeeping rule on the other, he tried to reconcile liberty of the individual with 
state control. Moreover, he extended conceptual reconciliation of opposing prin¬ 
ciples beyond the sphere of politics by suggesting the compatibility of freedom of 
will with determinism at acosmic level. Hobbes tried to accomplish this through a 
radical redefinition of the concepts of freedom and will. 

InPhilosophical Rudiments Concerning Government and Society (Vol. 2, Ch. 
9),Hobbes (1651/1841)wrote: 

Liberty, that we may define it, is nothing else but an absence ofthe lets and hindrances of 
motion; as water shut up in a vessel is therefore not at liberty, because the vessel hinders 
it from running out; which, the vessel being broken, is made free. And every man hath 
more or less liberty, as he hath more or less space in which he employs himself: as he 
hath more liberty, who is in a large [space], than he that is kept in a closed prison, (p. 120; 
emphasis original) 

According to some historians ofWestem philosophy, Hobbes’s views have proved 
to be highly influential in shaping 20th-century conceptions of freedom and 
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determinism. The following quote from Richard Taylor (1967) succinctly inter¬ 
prets the historical significance ofHobbes’s ideas: 

Generations of philosophers, while for the most part rejecting Hobbes’s materialism, 
have nevertheless followed him in his view of liberty.... In the twentieth century Moritz 
Schlick, A. J. Ayer, and many others have made the point that freedom is not opposed to 
causation but to constraint. The significance ofthese ideas is enormous, for they appear 
to offer the means of once and for all reconciling the apparent opposition between 
determinism and freedom, thus dissolving the whole problem of free will. Many 
philosophers are still convinced that this insight is entirely correct and that there really is 
therefore no problem of free will. (Vol.2, p. 365) 

The influence ofHobbes’s ideas on contemporary psychology should be obvious. 
Note, for instance, the following words of Skinner (1974): “‘Freedom’ usually 
means the absence of restraint or coercion, but more comprehensively it means 
lack of any prior determination” (p. 54). While clearly echoing Hobbes’s ideas, 
Skinner does not refer to their source. I have met many psychologists who hold 
similar views but are oblivious to their historical origins. 

Notwithstanding the immense popularity ofHobbes’s views, however, the 
problem of free will is far from resolved, or even “dissolved” by simply declaring 
it tobe a pseudoissue. The main problem with the idea of freedom-as-lack-of- 
obstruction is that it robs the concept of volition of two essential properties: first, 
the anticipation ofafuture outcome “for the sake of which” a certain course of 
action is chosen; and second, its putative power to produce a desired change. 
Stripped ofthese crucial connotations, the Hobbesian notion of freedom loses its 
distinctively human significance, particularly in understanding moral behavior, 
and therefore personhood. 

As suggested by Taylor in his words just quoted, it is of course possible to 
accept Hobbes’s view of freedom without endorsing his materialist thesis. How¬ 
ever, aphysicalistic worldview, which is clearly prevalent among many psycholo - 
gists, buttresses determinism. Ever since Isaac Newton formulated his famous 
laws of motion, physicists have been able to describe and predict a widening 
variety of natural events with increasing degrees of precision. Enthused by the 
predictive power ofNewtonian physics, the French mathematician Pierre Laplace 
(1749-1827) suggested that, if we can amass a sufficient amount of information, it 
will be, in principle, possible to work out a grand formula according to which every 
single event in the future could be accurately predicted, and everything in history 
could be “postdicted.” Laplace’s promise begins to look increasingly viable as 
more and more satellites are placed in space to collect vast amounts ofinformation 
about earthly and celestial objects, and as increasingly powerful supercomputers 
are designed to crunch astronomical amounts of information in trillionths or 
zillionths of a second. The principle of indeterminacy would appear to tarnish 
Laplace’s grand design, but only marginally. For, as noted by Sir Karl Popper 
(1966), ”... physical indeterminism ... is merely a doctrine than not all events in 
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the physical world are predetermined with absolute precision.. .. [I]t does not 
entail the view that ‘there are events without causes’ ...” (p. 9; emphasis original). 
At any rate, whatever be the limits to predictability imposed by the principle of 
indeterminacy, the popularity of the physicalist worldview seems to grow with 
advances in scientific knowledge, which in turn seems to tighten the grip of 
determinism. 

In his essay Of Clouds and Clocks, Karl Popper (1966) has pointed out that a 
physicalist worldview implies the metaphor of the universe as a huge automaton 
or clockwork rather than a hazy cloud floating in windy skies. Human beings are 
but cogwheels or subautomata in a vast, complex machinery. The view ofhuman 
bodies as automata can be traced to at least as far back as Descartes, a junior 
contemporary ofHobbes. This view was elaborated by de LaMettrie (1709-1751) 
in the 18th century, and is celebrated by computer scientists in the 20th. With the 
increasing sophistication of computerized robots, it is becoming more and more 
difficult to tell the difference between an android and a human being. The famous 
“Turing test” challenges us to tell the human response apart from a computer’s 
response to the same question, and it is no longer easy to pass such a test. Under 
these conditions, the computer is becoming the most cherished model for the 
understanding ofhuman behavior. The computer, especially the self-programming 
variety that is able to learn from its past mistakes and change its course accord¬ 
ingly, is the most appealing model for human behavior. This “internal” factor of 
self-regulation is a significant change from the clockwork model, and we shall 
return to this issue later in this chapter. Here, let us note that according to the 
Hobbesian physicalist model, no changes occur except due to external conditions 
impinging on the individual in an “efficient cause” fashion. 

Popper (1966, p. 11) has pointed out an important implication of such a model: 
A physicist with sufficiently detailed information about the physical condition of 
an artist or author’s body and its surroundings could, at least in theory, predict 
precisely where the author’s pen would strike the paper or the artist’s brush would 
touch the canvas. Given the specific physical conditions, the author or the artist 
could not have done otherwise, and as such, they could not create something new; 
their bodies could only be conduits for the physical forces pushing in a totally 
predictable manner. Moreover, as pointed out by Popper (1966). 

[W]e are deceiving ourselves ... whenever we believe that there are such things as 
arguments or reasons which make us accept determinism. Or in other words, physical 
determinism is a theory which, if it is true, is not arguable, since it must explain all our 
reactions, including what appear to us as beliefs based on arguments, as due to purely 
physical conditions, (p. ll;emphasis original) 

It should now be clear why Popper has called physical determinism a nightmare. It 
may be argued that any doctrine that views human behavior as being strictly and 
completely determined by external factors leads to the same nightmarish conclu¬ 
sions; it does not matter whether these external factors are physical forces or other 
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efficient causes, or various deities of a pantheistic worldview, or almighty God. 
In Hobbes’s own lifetime, Descartes believed in both deity determinism as well as 
physical determinism, but tried to escape from the fatalistic implications of such 
determinism by assigning the power of choice to an “internal” agency, the soul. 
Descarte’s views have had great influence on modem thought, and as such deserve 
close examination. 

Rene Descartes: Volition and the Mind-body Dualism 

In the Western tradition, the distinction between body and soul dates back to 
the ancient Greek as well as Hebrew worldviews. Pythagoras (ca. 582-507BCE) 
made a sharp distinction between the mortal body and the immortal soul caught in a 
cycle ofbirths in a way similar to that ofthe Upanisads. Plato conceived ofhuman 
beings in terms of a tangible body plus a separate, intangible psyche, while 
Aristotle viewed the body and form as being inextricably joined together. The 
Platonic concept ofthe soul was gradually transformed through the neo-Platonism 
of Plotinus (ca. 205-270CE). Neo-Platonist conceptions are said to have deeply 
influenced St. Augustine, and through him the later Christian thinkers. Descartes 
(1596-1650), working within the tradition of St. Augustine and St. Thomas 
Aquinas, reformulated the traditional conceptions of soul and body in the context 
of a mechanistic worldview that was being developed by Galileo (1564-1642), a 
senior contemporary. A devout and practicing Catholic, Descartes was unwilling 
to adopt the totally naturalistic and seemingly atheistic views of Galileo and 
Hobbes. Tom between two conflicting worldviews, Descartes proposed a thor¬ 
oughly dualistic worldview that sharply separated the world of tangible bodies 
determined by physical forces from the domain of intangible and free souls. In 
this view, body and soul, ormatter and mind, were conceived to be divinely created 
substances with highly contrasting attributes (see Table 6.1). 

It is not necessary to discuss all the attributes ofthe two Cartesian substances 
here. Focusing on the issue at hand we must first note that the unthinking physical 
substance in Descartes’s scheme is fully determined by laws that govern mecha¬ 
nisms, such as the lever. The unextended substance or soul was said to possess a 
God-given freedom of will, but Descartes’s own account of movements in the 
physical world casts doubt on the soul’s ability to influence them. If, as he insisted, 
God “always preserves an equal amount of movement in the universe, how 
could the soul add new movements from outside the physical world or stop those 
that are in progress? As an answer to this question we might speculate that perhaps 
Descartes held that although the quantity ofmotion ofthe body could not be altered 
by anyone, the rational soul, “lodged in ... [the] body as a pilot in a vessel,” 10 
could nevertheless affect the “course” or direction ofmotion. To help make sense 
of such a possibility, Descartes contrived the notion of animal spirits that puta¬ 
tively run back and forth through pathways connecting the brain with the limbs, 
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Table 6.1 

Contrasting Attributes of Mind and Matter 
as Conceived by Rene Descartes 


Body 

(matter) 

Soul 

(Tame: soul, mind, or self) 

Determined 

Free 

Extended 

Unextended 

Unthinking 

Thinking 

Tangible 

Intangible 

Divisible 

Indivisible 

Destructible (Mortal) 

Indestructible (Immortal) 


acting as fast messengers.” This notion had its day till von Helmholtz (1821—1894) 
demonstrated that what ran across the neural pathways in the body was simply 
electrical current- a form of physical energy that strictly follows the law of con¬ 
servation of energy. Despite the lack of such insights that were to appear centuries 
later, Descartes himself was aware of the logical difficulty in reconciling the 
doctrine offree will with that of “Divine preordination.” Indeed, in his Principles 
ofPhilosophy (Part I,Principle XLI) Descartes (1641/191 l,Vol. 1, p. 235) clearly 
concluded that this paradox was beyond the comprehension of limited human 
intelligence. 

In his own days, one ofDescartes’s junior contemporaries, Arnold Geulincx 
(1624-1669), recognized the need to bridge the yawning gap between the radically 
different Cartesian worlds of mind and matter. He suggested a “parallelist” 
solution to the problem, saying that events in the mental and physical world do not 
causally interact; they merely co-occur, just as two perfectly synchronized clocks 
strike precisely on the hour —without having any causal connections between 
them. Many different solutions to the “mind —body- problem” have been proposed 
over the centuries, but none has been able to satisfy everyone. The dualist 
metaphysics of Descartes have been criticized by modem Western philosophers 
ranging from existentialists on the one hand to analytical philosophers on the other. 
It is neither possible nor necessary for us to survey the whole range of solutions 
suggested thus far to solve the mind-bodyproblem. It would be useful, however, 
to examine Gilbert Ryle’s most influential critique of the Cartesian ontological 
categories. 

In his well-known work, The Concept of Mind, Ryle (1949/1973) mounts a 
strong attack on Cartesian dualism. He notes first that the Cartesian model as¬ 
sumes that careers constituting episodes of minds and bodies belong to two 
different kinds of existence, and allows no bridge in between: “Transactions 
between minds and bodies involve links where no links can be” (Ryle, 1949/1973, 
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p. 65). The thrust ofRyle’s attack against dualism lies in showing that the doctrine 
first contrives the myth oftwo separate worlds with totally different properties and 
languages to describe them, and then goes on to find equally artificial ways to 
connect the two. It first creates mind as a “ghost in the machine” and then tries to 
exorcise it by invoking more ghosts, such as the “animal spirits.” Although in the 
end Ryle seems to tacitly ask us to recognize the observable machine and bury the 
intangible ghost, his overt message is that we should abandon the misleading 
categories ofmind as well as matter. The idea is to avoid the “category error,” and 
thereby to dissolve the mind-bodyproblem. 

We need not review all ofRyle’s arguments here; given the focus of this 
chapter on the self-as-agent, it will be useful to note his most central argument 
against the notion of volition in the context of Cartesian dualism. As part of his 
attempt to demolish the Cartesian doctrine of the mind, Ryle tackles each of its 
three alleged functions, namely thinking, feeling, and willing. His arguments 
attacking the idea ofwill may be summarized as follows. First, according to Ryle, 
most people cannot recollect or adequately account for their acts of “willing;” 
second, a person can never witness the volitions of anyone else and testify to their 
existence; third, the connection between volition and action is admittedly a 
mystery that is neither solved nor soluble; fourth, voluntary physical actions must 
be triggered by certain mental acts, which in turn must be initiated by prior acts, 
and so on ad infinitum (Ryle, 1949/1973, pp. 63 -66). Speaking with “deliberate 
abusiveness,” Ryle derides the Cartesian notion of human agency as “the dogma 
of the Ghost in the Machine” (p. 17) and dismisses volitions as “occult inner 
thrusts of actions” (p. 66). 

These objections are not too difficult to deal with. First, the inability ofpeople 
to recollect or account for their acts ofwilling is no reason to deny their occurrence. 
Second, although public observability has proven to be a highly useful criterion for 
ensuring the validity of propositions in natural sciences, insistence on its applica¬ 
tion rules out pain, dreams, intentions, and other such psychological phenomena as 
legitimate topics ofinquiry. Imposing such a limit on psychological knowledge is 
to strangle it to near death. The expulsion of subjectivity from psychology in the 
name of public observability not only robs human beings of their most essential 
feature, but also deprives psychology ofone ofits most challenging and interesting 
areas of study. Third, the connection between volition and action is a mystery only 
in the dichotomous ontology of the Cartesian variety, not in many other world¬ 
views. Popper’s model ofthe three worlds (Popper & Eccles, 1977),forinstance, is 
designed specifically to demystify the mind-body relationship. Similarly, the 
Sarikhya concepts of suttvu, rajas and tamas allow for the intangible and subtle 
sattvu to interact with the tangible and gross body, creating no mystification ofthe 
mind-body relationship. 12 Fourth, the infinite regress that results from trying to 
trace an act ofvolition that triggers a given volition is not a difficulty peculiar to the 
problem of agency alone; it is equally applicable to causality. If we can spare the 
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scientist from the ordeal of having to explain the entire chain of causality from the 
putative beginning of the universe-or Aristotle’s prime mover- is it fair to force 
the humanist to run the gauntlet? 

1 would like to clarify here that the above points are raised as objections to 
Ryle’s categorical denial of volition, not in defense of Cartesian dualism. I am 
sympathetic to the view that the terms “mind” and “matter” are a part of a 
Wittgensteinian “language game” we invent to speak ofcertain issues in our lives, 
and this particular language game has generated more problems than it has solved. 
To put it in constructionist terms, the Cartesian way of “world-making” is not a 
satisfactory one. But the inadequacy of a conceptual model does not prove that the 
problems it tries to address are necessarily pseudoproblems. To dismiss human 
agency due to the faults in the Cartesian model is to throw out the baby with the 
bath water. 


Hume: Questioning the Efficacy of Causality and Volition 

As noted in the first chapter, and again in the second, Hume questioned the 
basis for assuming a “necessary connexion” between any two events across time: 
cause and effect, intention and action, action and its consequenc e- whether 
reward orpunishment, just or unjust. While the lack of assured connection between 
intention and action throws out the concept of self-as-agent and therefore person- 
hood, the ideas of morality andjustice go out of the window unless one assumes a 
connection between action and its consequence. Hume’s (1739/1978) insistence 
that the maxim that every event must have a cause is “utterly incapable of 
demonstrative proof’ (pp. 78—79) precipitated a major crisis in Western thought. 

As noted by Bunge (1959/1979,p.49, Hume’s celebrated critique of causal 
efficacy is based on certain basic assumptions of empiricism: that experience, 
meaning sense impressions, is the only criterion in validating propositions; that 
sense impressions are momentary, i.e., unrelated to either past or future; and that 
every event is a fresh entity, and therefore neither could the past affect the way 
things are now nor could my current intentions and designs really affect those of 
the future. One of the different forms of Humean influence is seen in the work of 
the physicist Ernst Mach (1893), who followed the Humean idea of the sensory 
origins of knowledge, and went ahead to assert that “Nature is composed of 
sensations as its elements” (p. 482; emphasis added). This view clearly extends 
Humean epistemology to a “phenomenalist” ontology, and concludes that the 
“things” we see in nature are but abstractions. Mach (1893) extends this line of 
reasoning further to state that “There is no cause or effect in nature; ... nature 
simply is” (p. 483, emphasis original). The lawful “determination” of events 
means nothing more than the sense in which an angle of a triangle is determined by 
the other two angles, i.e., it can be calculated on their basis. Although few 
scientists and philosophers agreed with Mach’s phenomenalist ontology, many 
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followed him in considering causal determination to be no more than the “func¬ 
tional” interdependence ofvalues in an equation. Once a stable pattern of relation¬ 
ship among events is described in terms of a mathematical equation, we can 
“predict” events in the sense of being able to calculate the values of terms 
representing them on the basis of the known magnitudes of the other terms. 

The positivist philosopher Moritz Schlick (1932/1949) affirmed the same 
view when he stated that “Determination ... means Possibility ofCalculation, and 
nothing else. It does not mean that Cfause] in some magic way/>roc/Mce5 , E[ffect]” 
(p. 525; emphasis original ). Insofar as we are able to represent the interdependence 
of events in terms of a mathematical function, a set of values representing future 
events can be calculated or “determined” in terms of another set representing 
present events, and vice versa. This implies that the present can be said to be 
determined by future events (“teleology”) as much as the present in determining 
the future (“causality”). Says Schlick (1932/1949): “After we have learned from 
science what the word determination really stands for, we know that this distinc¬ 
tion between teleological and causal determination breaks down” (p. 527). Indeed, 
a similar approach has led to the argument that a missile that can hit amoving target 
by “anticipation,” i.e., by calculation of the future position of its target, is said 
to be purposive or teleological (Rosenbluth, Wiener, & Bigelow, 1943). 

During the days of World War 11, when Rosenbluth and others were making 
such arguments, missiles and robots were in a relatively primitive stage. Equipped 
with the advanced techniques for monitoring the surrounding conditions and for 
high-speed computing, robots ofthe 1990s can precisely calculate the trajectory 
of a moving target. Even as a hunting animal runs toward an anticipated, rather 
than the actual, position ofits prey, a guided missile can keep track ofthe changing 
pattern ofthe target’s motion and strike it with great speed and accuracy. Human- 
made automatons are thus becoming increasingly similar to animals, and indeed to 
human beings themselves. As the present situation is brought increasingly under 
the control of anticipated events as opposed to those of the past, the distinction 
between teleology and mechanism, or final and efficient causes, is becoming 
increasingly blurred. 

The science of control and communication in machines and organisms, or 
cybernetics, is now well advanced, leading to a sophisticated understanding ofthe 
self-regulation of automatons and organisms. Piaget is among the many psycholo - 
gists who are trying to help understand highly complex and intelligent behavior in 
cybernetic terminology. The rapidly developing fields of cognitive science and 
artificial intelligence are further narrowing the gap between human beings and 
machines. Does this mean that we no longer need to make a distinction between 
human agency and robotic self-regulation? Is volitional control of behavior a 
mere illusion? It seems to me that robots must be viewed in different terms from 
human beings as long as the former are heavily dependent on being programmed 
from an outside agency. It is crucial to make a distinction between being controlled 
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from the outside versus inside, i.e., between what Immanuel Kant called heteron- 
omy and autonomy, respectively, and this is the topic to which we now turn. 

Immanuel Kant: A Rationalist View of Causality and Volition 

Kant clearly saw that Hume’s arguments simultaneously undermined New¬ 
tonian science and Christian morality, and set out to rescue both. Kant agreed with 
Hume that causality or necessity cannot be established on empirical grounds, but 
he tried to justify them on rational grounds. According to Kant, “cause” is not a 
matter ofpower inherent in events to produce specific results, but a category of the 
understanding, or a way in which reason makes sense of the relationship among 
events. As well, necessity is not a matter of command given to nature, but a 
demand placed on us by reason. The human mind is universally structured to view 
events in terms of a priori categories such as necessity versus contingency, and 
that is the way it is. 

Whether or not Kant’s Herculean efforts did save science from collapse is 
not the issue forus to discuss here. With reference to the topic under discussion, we 
need to note that Kant also tried to provide a rational basis for ethics, and in this 
connection he had to deal with the issue of freedom versus determinism. Even as 
Kant insisted that we must grant the continued existence and sameness of the self- 
as-knower or else deny the very possibility ofknowledge, he also pointed out that 
the thought of “ought” implies the thought of “can,” i.e., freedom to choose and 
ability to produce actions. In other words, it makes no sense to say that one 
“ought” to be doing this or that unless one could in fact have chosen that specific 
course of action among several available alternatives. There is no point in blaming 
someone for an action that was forced by external factors, whether they be forces 
of nature, biological drives, or commands from God or a social authority. If moral 
credit or blame is to make sense at all, an “inner” force free to act in particular 
ways notwithstanding “outer” forces to the contrary must be assumed to exist and 
be effective. This inner force was the autonomous “will” as opposed to heterono- 
mous or external coercive factors such as efficient causes of nature, divine 
dispensations, or “Providence.” 

Committed to a causally determined world of science, Kant could not admit to 
an autonomous will that was free to act as itpleased, imposing acourse ofaction in 
a world governed by the universal laws of nature. An autonomous will must be 
capable of spontaneously initiating a course of action in the empirical world in 
which, according to Newton’s law ofinertia, nothing could move without being 
moved. How could the will intervene in the middle of tightly controlled causal 
chains ofevents working on apredictable temporal series ofevents extending from 
past to future? Human actions, insofar as they belong to the phenomenal world of 
space, time, and mass, would have to be predictable according to nature’s time¬ 
table. Would not spontaneous human action introduce new, unpredictable elements 
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in the causally determined world? As remarked by Lewis Beck (1960), “This 
requires us to accept a secularized version of the classical theological quandary of 
man’s freedom and God’s foresight, and it seems no more intelligible in structure 
and equitable in outcome than that hoary mystery” (p. 192). How did Kant solve 
the dilemma? 

Kant’s conceptualization of freedom and will is highly complex and, as 
pointed out by several critics (e.g., Jones, 1969, Vol. 4, pp. 84-90;Beck, 1960, pp. 
176-208), ambiguous and equivocal. It is neither necessary nor possible to review 
it here; only some ofits features need to be pointed out insofar as they enable us to 
understand and compare some of the contemporary views of human agency and 
their parallels in Indian thought. 

Kant made a fundamental distinction between the noumenal self operating in 
the timeless world of transcendental dialectics and universal reason, as opposed 
to the empirical self, meaning the person who sensually experiences objects in the 
phenomenal world and deals with them at the practical level. Equipped with the 
capacity forpure, dialectical reasoning, the noumenal self spontaneously generates 
ideas for action and the practical reason translates the idea into a command 
expressed in the form of a moral law. Indeed, Kant conceives of the will in two 
levels: “Wille” at the noumenal, pure level, and a separate “Willkiir” at the 
practical level. Critics seem to agree that Kant vacillates between the two levels, 
creating ambiguities in his formulation. Indeed, Kant himselfwas not convinced of 
the adequacy ofhis attempt at reconciling freedom with determinism. In Funda¬ 
mental Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals, Kant (1785/1909) says “But 
Reason would overstep all its bounds if it undertook to explain how pure reason 
can be practical, which would be exactly the same problem as to explain how 
freedom is possible” (p. 79; emphasis original). 

With this somber note in mind, it is better not to try to pursue Kant’s ideas at a 
greater length, but turn instead to their implications for modem psychology. There 
are at least two prominent psychologists who have followed some of Kant’s key 
conceptions in their work, namely Piaget (1966) and Kohlberg (1981). In an 
atmosphere dominated by the behaviorist neglect of moral behavior, Piaget and 
Kohlberg’s theories of moral development stand out in strong relief. They clearly 
take human beings to be moral agents and investigate the development of moral 
reasoning and moral behavior from childhood to maturity. Of the two, Kohlberg 
repeatedly acknowledges his position as following from that of Kant and a Kant¬ 
ian moral philosopher, Rawls (1971). 13 In Piaget’s prolific writings, one finds 
numerous references expressing points of selective agreement with Kant, as well 
as those of strong disagreement. In regard to views of moral behavior, however, 
Piaget seems to agree more than disagree with Kant. In Piaget, as in Kant, the 
essence of being moral is to be autonomous, to follow the dictates of one’s 
dialectical reasoning about principles that state how one ought to behave under 
given circumstances. Parallel to Kant’s “categorical imperative,” there is em- 
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phasis in both Piaget’s and Kohlberg’s view of morality on being guided by 
ostensibly universal principles such as the value of human life. In Piagetian as 
well as Kohlbergian views of moral development, in the earliest and most “primi¬ 
tive” level of morality behavior is guided by what is pleasurable to the fledgling 
ego; this is followed by a second, “heteronomous” level where one’s ideas of 
proper behavior are determined by external sources—parentsipinion or estab¬ 
lished law and so on; and in the third, advanced level one follows universal moral 
principles regardless of the consequences, pleasant or unpleasant. 

The Piaget-Kohlbergview of moral development stands in sharp contrast to 
the behaviorist view. While the former implies the Kantian notion of the power of 
reason to overcome the force of passions, the behaviorists, by and large, have 
implied the supremacy of reward and punishments, echoing the Humean view of 
reason as the slave of passions. Although explicit talk of human agency is rare in 
Piaget and Kohlberg’s writings, both human freedom and autonomy are obviously 
implicit. Explicit treatment ofhuman agency is gradually beginning to be intro¬ 
duced in contemporary psychology in the work ofRychlak (1979, 1990), Harre 
(1983), and Westcott (1988), among others. The strongest voices in favor ofhuman 
freedom in the modem times that have been influencing psychology are clearly 
those of the existential philosophers, particularly Heidegger and Sartre. 

The Existentialist Position: On Choosing One’s Possibilities 
for the Future 

The central issue for Martin Heidegger was human existence or Being, an 
issue discussed by Western philosophers since the time ofPlato. Dissatisfied with 
the available perspectives on it, and keen to convey his distinctive view of what it 
means to be a human being, Heidegger coined the term Dasein, literally meaning 
“being there.” Most translators have retained the term in order not to distort the 
special connotations that Heidegger attached to it. In Being and Time, Heidegger 
(1927/1962) explains the term while unfolding his complex viewpoint “Dasein 
always understands itself in terms of its existence,” says Heidegger, “in terms of a 
possibility of itself; to be itself or not itself. Dasein has either chosen the possi¬ 
bilities itself, or grown up in them already” (p. 33). Further, he insists that “[o]nly 
the particular Dasein decides its existence, whether it does so by taking hold or by 
neglecting” (p. 33). Thus, anticipating alternative possibilities for one’s future 
and having to choose among them are an inalienable feature ofhuman beings. We 
are, in other words, agents more than anything else. 

Each and every Dasein finds itself “thrown” by accident of birth into a 
particular set of conditions that “had been” in the past, something over which one 
just cannot have any control. From the time of birth onward, parents and other 
caregivers determine many things about children- by what name they shall be 
called, where they would “belong,” and what they might have in store for the 
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future: having ornot having siblings, having an education, making a living, and so 
on. It is usually the other people, the “they,” that guide us to our futures. 
Nevertheless, we do have a fundamental choice: we could either choose to be 
guided by the “they,” or weigh among alternatives available at a given time and 
make choices on our own terms. According to Heidegger, to be guided by the 
“they” is to be unauthentic, while making one’s own choices is to be authentic. 
Heidegger obviously places high value on authenticity; being unauthentic is 
considered simply dreadful. This value is shared widely in North American 
sociology and psychology under alternative labels, such as the value of inner - 
as opposed to other-directedness in David Riesman’s (1950) sociology, or of 
independence as opposed to conformity or obedience in the social psychology of, 
respectively, Solomon Asch (1951) and Stanley Milgram (1974). It should be clear 
that all these conceptual variations imply what Kantians would call autonomy and 
agency. 

Turning again to Heidegger, we may note that according to his perspective, 
there is something inevitable in everyone’s future: death- the ultimate nonbeing 
of every being. With death, all the social relationships in terms of which one may 
have defined who one is and one’s relationship with everything that one has learned 
to care for must come to an end. Nobody but the particular Dasein itself must face 
this part of future. As a popular folk saying in India puts it, “one is bom alone, and 
must die alone.” Nevertheless, human life is always forward-looking, “living- 
ahead-of-itself.” One is always working toward an anticipated outcome “for-the- 
sake-of-which” one undertakes this that orthe other course ofaction (Heidegger, 
1927/1962, p. 236). Thus, in Heidegger’s views one hears the echo of Aristotle’s 
“final cause.” Clearly, Heidegger and his followers have tried to restore human 
agency long under attack by the likes of Hume, LaMettrie, and Skinner. 

Jean-Paul Sartre was arguably the strongest advocate of the voluntarist 
position presented by the existentialist philosophers. In Being and Nothingness, 
Sartre (1943/1966)forcefully suggests that not only do we have freedom to choose, 
but are condemned to choose whether we like it or not: 

Thus there are no accidents in life; a community event which suddenly bursts forth and 
involves me in itdoes not come from the outside. If I am mobilized in a war, this war is 
my war; it is in my image and I deserve it. I deserve it first because I could always get out 
ofitby suicide or by desertion; these ultimate possibles are those which must always be 

present for us For lack of getting out of it, I have chosen it. This can be due to inertia, 

to cowardice in the face of public opinion, or because I prefer certain other values to the 
value of refusal to join in the war (the good opinion of my relatives, the honor of my 
family, etc.). Any way you look at it, itis a matter of a choice, (p. 708; emphasis original) 

Once a person realizes that one could sign out of the game of life and avoid all 
possible outcomes, good or bad, by committing suicide, one must also realize that 
one has continued to live by choice. Not doing anything is also a matter of choice, 
if only be default. It is interesting that Sartre uses a first-person form in saying the 
above; itis only a personal stance that can forcefully and authentically bring forth 
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the point he is trying to make. No amount ofimpersonal analysis can bring home 
the point that I find myself required to choose a particular course of action. 

It is also interesting that Sartre uses conscription into a war as the scenario, a 
scenario he and his World War II generation knew firsthand. There is an amazing 
parallel between Sartre and the Bhagavad-GTta in that both use the battlefield as 
the backdrop to illustrate the importance of having to make choices in life. 
Standing in the middle of armies poised for battle, Lord Krsna tells Arjuna that he 
cannot just stand there doing nothing. “Not even for a moment can one stay 
without engaging in action; one is helpless about having to do one’s karma ...” 
(Bhagavad-GTta, 3.5; translation by A. C. Paranjpe). Both GTta and Sartre express 
a common paradox: one always has a choice, which one must exercise. 

The Polarization of Views on Free Will in Modern Western 
Thought 

The nature and degree ofpolarization of opinion on the free will-determinism 
issue in modem Western thought should be clear against the backdrop ofthe above 
discussion. Sartre and Skinner clearly stand at opposite poles on this issue. While 
Skinner admits no freedom and proclaims 100% environmental determinism, 
Sartre insists that at no moment are we without freedom of choice. There is a long 
history of a dialectic of ideas that has gradually led to the polarization in its current 
form. In the early days of modem psychology, William James (1884/1948, p. 40) 
coined the term “hard determinism” to designate a position that assumes a total or 
100% determinism. As noted. Popper (1966) andmany others have shown that hard 
determinism is an untenable position. At the opposite end of the spectrum, it is 
obviously equally untenable to assume that there is 100% freedom, or that “we are 
perpetually engaged in our choice and perpetually conscious of the fact that we 
ourselves can abruptly invert this choice” as J.-P. Sartre (1943/1966, p. 598) put 
it. There are many who take a position somewhere in between the two extremes; 
there are innumerable shades of what James (1884/1948, p. 40) called “soft 
determinism,” which somehow reconciles degrees of freedom with degrees of 
determinism. This does not mean that those who adopt a soft-determinist or 
“compatibilist” position have satisfactorily resolved the paradox. The conclusion, 
according to Richard Taylor (1967), is that “whether determinism is true or of 
whether men have free will is no longer regarded as a simple or even philosophi - 
cally sophisticated question ... Concealed in it is avast array ofmore fundamental 
questions, the answers to which are largely unknown” (p. 373). 

Psychologists cannot wait, nor have they been waiting, for a satisfactory 
answer to the free will-determinismissue. During the heyday of behaviorism, 
the overall trend was to stay close to determinism. Although several humanistic 
and existentially oriented psychologists have been upholding voluntaristic posi¬ 
tions in various forms, they have not been in the academic “mainstream.” 
However, through the 1970s and 1980s, several psychologists have advanced a 
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more or less explicit treatment ofhuman agency and autonomy. Together, they are 
bringing about what Brian Little (1987, p. 230) has called a “conative revolution.” 
It would be useful to take a brief overview of the recent resurgence of conative 
concepts. 

THE CONATIVE REVOLUTION: THE OPEN ADVOCACY AND TACIT ACCEPTANCE 
OF HUMAN AGENCY IN CONTEMPORARY PSYCHOLOGY 

In a series of publications starting in the late 1960s, Joseph Rychlak (1968, 
1979, 1981, 1990) has been strongly and persistently advocating a teleological 
approach to psychology. He strongly criticizes Skinner’s deterministic and mecha¬ 
nistic view ofhuman beings and advocates a psychology of “rigorous humanism” 
(Rychlak, 1977). Unlike the Rogerian and Maslowian varieties of humanistic 
psychology, Rychlak’s humanism involves meticulous arguments grounded in 
historically informed ideas ofcausality, ontology, and epistemology. 14 He argues, 
forinstance, that Skinner’s views implicitly accept only efficient causes, andtraces 
the roots of such exclusive emphasis to Francis Bacon’s rejection of Aristotelian 
final cause and to the empiricist epistemology of Locke and Hume. Noting that 
fear of anthropomorphism has, among other things, historically contributed to the 
denial of purposiveness ofhuman behavior, Rychlak points out the ludicrousness 
in trying to avoid an anthropomorphic account of the anthropos. According to 
Rychlak, what empowers human beings to exercise free will is their capacity to 
construe alternative possibilities for future outcomes and to attach differential 
values to the alternatives by weighing them in the light of dialectical reasoning. 
In his more recent work, Rychlak (1990) tries to show “why computers do not have 
free will in spite ofthe famous Rosenbluth, Wiener, and Bigelow (1943) argument 
that free will is negative feedback” (personal communication). 

Romano Harre is another equally strong advocate of human agency in 
contemporary psychology, although his line of argument is quite different from 
Rychlak's. In Th eExplanation ofSocialBehaviour, Harre and Secord (1972) note 
that the mechanistic concept ofbehavior that is common in contemporary psychol - 
ogy is based on the traditional concept of science, where “action was supposed to 
be impressed upon passive things, which merely passed it on” (p. 67). They 
suggest that this view needs to be revised in the light of the modem concept of 
cause that “developed in the late Eighteenth and early Nineteenth Centuries, under 
the pressure of discoveries of electrical phenomena, and the critical philosophy of 
physics developed by I. Kant and R. J. Boscovich” (pp. 67-68). According to the 
latter conception, “[ajction is to be treated as the realization of a potentiality 
created in space in the neighborhood of active things” (p. 68). Such potentiality 
implies the capability or power of things and individuals to produce “a certain 
action either of itself or upon another thing, in virtue of its nature.” Harre and 
Secord give the examples ofthings which possess power conceived in this sense: 
the chemical composition of an explosive and the electron structure of an atom. 
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This view ofthings and individuals provides the basis ofHarre’s, more recent, in- 
depth analysis of human agency. 

In Personal Being, Harre, (1983, Ch. 6) makes a clear distinction between 
patients and agents. Patients are beings that remain unchanged and quiescent 
unless forced to change by external stimuli; they have passive dispositions or 
“liabilities.” By contrast, agents are beings with intrinsic or acquired “powers,” 
or active tendencies that can produce changes in themselves orin other things upon 
removal of restraints. Harre, is keen not to introduce in his conceptual scheme any 
form of mysterious force such as “psychic energy” or “force of intention” to 
justify the elimination ofthe reference to “I” as the active agent (1983, p. 192). 
Indeed, he appears to make a concerted effort toward developing a model that is 
consistent with the latest developments in physics, biology, cybernetics, and 
artificial intelligence. Apart fromRychlak and Harre, there are several others, such 
as Albert Bandura (1982), who have begun to explicitly accommodate the concept 
ofagency intheirwork. Inmy view, among these, Harre, andRychlak’s approaches 
are the most philosophically sophisticated. In addition, a tacit acceptance of 
agency is reflected in a wide array of recent writings in cognitive and personality 
psychology. Let me illustrate how so. 

In Chapter 4, we considered Hazel Markus’s conceptualization of the self as 
having cognitive as well as affective and conative aspects. Unlike the common 
conceptualization of the self as a relatively static cognitive structure, she views it 
as a malleable structure as well as adynamic process that continually monitors the 
current situation and construes possibilities for the future. It is the individual’s 
capacity to construe possible future selves and to assess their affective quality that 
allows him or her to steer ongoing activity toward desirable goals. Markus and 
Ruvolo (1989) have tried to explain how the capacity for anticipation ofevents and 
the construal of possible selves culminates in a program of action for the self¬ 
system. “We suggest,” say Markus and Ruvolo (1989), “that possible selves are 
the cognitive/affective elements that incite and direct one’s self-relevant actions 
(p. 217; emphasis added). In other words, future selves indicate outcomes “for the 
sake of which” a course of action is initiated. 

It should now be clear that these researchers are trying to rehabilitate Aris¬ 
totle’s much-discredited final causes without fussing over terminology or causing 
philosophical furor. Markus and Ruvolo (1989, pp. 212—213)list several recently 
formulated concepts that connect self-concept with agentic action: current con¬ 
cerns (Klinger, 1975); life themes (Schank & Abelson, 1977); personal goals 
(Staub, 1980); personal projects (Little, 1983); personal strivings (Emmons, 1986); 
psychological careers (Raynor & McFarlin, 1986); and life tasks (Cantor & 
Kihlstrom, 1987). This list should affirm Brian Little’s claim (mentioned before) 
that a “conative revolution” is in fact under way in contemporary psychology. 
Little’s own work provides a good illustration of the kind of work in the main¬ 
stream of psychology that affirms human agency. 

Little (1983, p. 276) proposes the concept of a personal project, which is 
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defined as “a set of interrelated acts extending over time, which is intended to 
maintain or attain a state of affairs foreseenby the individual (emphasis added). He 
has developed a simple device to help explore the nature of the personal projects 
that people tend to undertake in various stages of their lives. It simply involves a 
formatted sheet ofpaper on which subjects are asked to list the various “personal 
projects,” or sets of activities they may be thinking of undertaking over the 
following day, week, year, or other desired period, and to rate each project on a 
variety of dimensions: its perceived degree of difficulty, importance, expected 
outcome, positive or negative impact, the degree to which it might be congruent 
with one’s own values and self-identity, and so on. People mention all sorts of 
projects, ranging from simple short activities like mailing apostcard, through more 
engaging ones like completing a college education, to long-range and highly 
ambitious ones like “eradicating cancer from the face of the earth.” If we ask a 
person why she would undertake a project such as obtaining a degree, she might 
identify a higher-order goal set up for a more distant future: obtaining a PhD, for 
instance. If we continue probing with successive “whys,” a person may identify 
successively higher-order ends: landing ajob, pursuing a career, and becoming 
happy, perhaps. Little (1987) suggests that such aprobe tends to produce a terminal 
account, i.e., “an account which does not require an additional reason for its being 
undertaken (equivalent to a Rokeachean terminal value)” (pp. 240-241)(see 
Rokeach, 1973, 1979). This last point is interesting in connecting the concepts of 
causes, reasons, and values. It suggests that, whatever might be the efficient causes 
that energize action, human behavior is guided by rules such as “do not steal,” and 
also by values, such as those ofhappiness, love, or some such thing worth living 
for. Little’s work on “personal projects” illustrated recent development ofconcep- 
tual frameworks and investigative techniques useful and necessary for fathoming 
the complexities of the agentic aspect of human beings. 

Looking back on the selective historical account, it should be clear that the 
history of the concepts of causality and intentional action has been closely 
intertwined in the history of thought. The modem phase of this history has seen a 
polarization in thinking about human agency, with deep divisions that have most 
clearly affected contemporary psychology. As we shall soon see, this particular 
course ofthe history ofideas is specific to the Western world. What the history of 
Indian thought has to offer on this topic is quite different. 


Karma and Determinism in the Traditional Indian Worldview 

As Kalidas Bhattacharyya (1960) clearly and repeatedly (1967) pointed out, 
“the problem of freedom of will has never been systematically discussed in the 
history oflndian philosophy” (1967, p. 315). Unlike in the West, where the de¬ 
bate between voluntarists and determinists has continued for centuries, the Indian 



SELF-AS-AGENT 


327 


worldview did not see a split between the advocates of “Autonomous Man 
[sic] "versusthe defenders of “Plastic Man.” It is widely recognized that in Indian 
thought, the Law of Karma became a basic and common assumption covering 
lawfulness within the material as well as the moral domains. As noted in Chapter 2, 
it is accepted almost universally in Indian thought. Contrary to a common misun¬ 
derstanding, the Law of Karma does not imply any kind of fatalism. It is basically a 
principle that assumes lawfulness and order in the physical, biological, mental, and 
moral realms. As noted by Hiriyanna (1952), “the karma doctrine is grounded in a 
moral view ofthe universe, ... freedom is not only compatible with, but is actually 
demandedby it” (p. 32, emphasis added). While freedom is always implicit in the 
concept of karma, some authors have spelled it out clearly and emphatically. 
Sankara (1980,1.1.2.2), for instance, states that, in regard to most worldly actions 
(laukika karma), persons are free to act one way or another, or not to act at all, if 
they so choose. For instance, he says, a person could choose to walk, ride, proceed 
otherwise, or decide not to move at all. 15 Sankara extends such freedom beyond the 
domain of ordinary daily activities (laukika karma) to actions enjoined by the 
scriptures (vaidika karma), thereby clarifying that freedom to choose alternative 
courses of action extends to moral as well as nonmoral spheres. 

When Sankara affirms the human freedom to choose among alternate courses 
of action, he does not imply unlimited freedom. He clearly asserts that a person is 
not wholly independent or completely free to do what he or she wishes; a variety of 
conditions in space, time, and causality must be met in order to produce an 
intended result. 16 Sankara (1980,2.3.14.37) gives the example ofacook, who must 
depend on water, fuel, and a variety of ingredients to produce a desired recipe. 
Regardless ofhaving to depend on various accessories, the cook nevertheless is (at 
least partly) responsible for the good, bad, or indifferent results. In giving the 
example of the cook who must depend on the capacity of fuel to heat the 
ingredients of a recipe to obtain the desired result, Sankara alludes to the need for a 
collaboration of final and efficient causes in the successful execution of human 
actions. However, the typical Indian perspective on the relationship between the 
moral and material domains to which the final and efficient causes belong is 
considerably different from that in the West. The differences between the Indian 
and Western worldviews in this regard demand an in-depth understanding and 
careful interpretation of each worldview in the light of the other. During the past 
few years, a considerable amount of work has been done in North America in 
trying to interpret the doctrine of karma in the context ofthe Western worldview. 
Thanks to the efforts made and inspiration provided by the philosopher Karl H. 
Potter, several workshops were held and volumes were published on the doctrine 
of karma in North America in the past two decades (O’Flaherty, 1980; Keyes & 
Valentine Daniel, 1983; Neufeldt, 1986). In the following sections ofthis chapter, 

I shall be guided mainly by the work ofKarl Potter (1964,1967,1980) and Wilhelm 
Halbfass(1980, 1991a). 
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In previous chapters, the doctrine of karma was mentioned several times. 
First, in Chapter 2, we noted how the idea of an individual’s responsibility for his 
or her actions is shaped by the doctrine of karma in the tradition of the Indian 
concept of social ethos, or dharma. Then again in Chapter 3, we saw how the Law 
of Karma is an integral part of Sankara’s system of the Advaita Vedanta. The basic 
ethical implications of the Law of Karma follow from the assumption that good 
actions lead to desirable consequences, and vice versa. Perhaps the earliest suc¬ 
cinct statement ofthis idea is found in the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad (4.2.5): “The 
doer of good becomes good. The doer ofevil becomes evil ... what action (karma) 
[a person] performs, that he procures for himself’(see R. E. Hume’s translation, 
1931, p. 140; emphasis original). The spirit ofthese words is not much different 
from the Biblical assertion “whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap” 
(Galatians, 6.7). However, in Indian thought, the metaphor of seeds sown by 
actions is taken more seriously, and is applied to the plant and animal kingdoms, as 
well as to the psychic and moral domains. Moreover, the doctrine of karma 
suggests a natural and inevitable causal connection between actions and their 
consequences. 

In a single long essay (1991a), 17 Halbfass has shown how the nature ofkarmic 
causality is conceived of in different ways by the various schools of the Upani- 
sadic, Jain, and Buddhist traditions. In his view, the concept ofkarma has different 
applications in different contexts. He identifies at least three basically different 
functions and dimensions of the concept ofkarma. “[K]arma is,” says Halbfass 
(1991a): “(1) a principle of causal explanation (of factual occurrences); (2) a 
guideline of ethical orientation; (3) the counterpart and stepping-stone of final 
liberation” (p. 295). From the vantage point of the psychology of action, all such 
considerations are important in their own right. It seems to me that by comparison 
to Western thought, in the Indian tradition the ethical orientation and concern for 
final liberation from the chain of action and its consequences has an upper hand, 
and causal explanations of factual occurrences have a secondary place. In Aris¬ 
totelian terms, final cause explanations of human behavior are placed first and 
explanations in terms of material, efficient, and formal causes are subordinated. 
Such prioritization stands in sharp contrast with Western views in general and 
Skinner’s approach in particular. Exclusive reliance on efficient causes, as with 
Skinner, implies fully mechanistic explanations of human behavior; it means that 
freedom of will and personhood are denied, and moral issues go begging. In Indian 
thought, by and large, personhood, free will, and the just world hypothesis are 
taken for granted, and concepts of causality and broad worldviews are devised in 
accordance with these basic ideas. Contrasting approaches to the relationship 
between morality and causality in Indian and Western thought have radically 
different implications for psychologies developed within their respective frame¬ 
works. Since the views ofthe Advaita Vedanta have already been presented, let me 
present the views of the MImamsa Vaisesika, and Yoga. I am choosing these 
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because they emphasize various aspects and implications of human action in 
varied contexts: in regard to religious prescriptions and in respect of events in the 
physical, biological, and psychological domains. 

THE POTENCY OF RELIGIOUS RITUALS ACCORDING TO THE SYSTEM 
OF MIMAMSA 

As pointed out by Halbfass (1991a), the ritualistic religion of the ancient 
Vedas understood karma or action primarily in terms of the performance of rituals 
enjoined by the Vedic texts. The system of Mimamsa was primarily aimed at the 
delineation of the precise meaning of prescribed actions through Vedic exegesis. 
Apart from the regular or daily rites (nitya karma), such as the prayers at dawn and 
dusk, that have been considered mandatory according to the Vedic religion, there 
were optional sacrificial rituals aimed at attaining various desired results (kamya 
karma). While some of the intended results involved mundane things such as 
obtaining cattle or having a rain fall, others involved otherworldly gains, such as 
stay in heaven (svarga). For otherworldly gains, one would of course have to wait 
until after death, but the mundane results could not be attained instantaneously 
either. For instance, a crime such as homicide was almost surely to be punished 
here on earth, but the punishment might follow in a matter of days or even years 
rather than immediately after the act of killing. To help make sense ofthe delay in 
the consequences of action within the lifetime of a person as well as thereafter, it 
was thought that good as well as bad actions generate a certain storable “power” 
(sakri) that lies dormant for extended periods of time before bringing about an 
appropriate result. Followers of the Mimamsa system coined the term apurva 
(literally meaning unprecedented) to designate the consequences of actions of 
remote past that have no immediately preceding cause. For want of an apparent 
cause in the immediate past, the current events are attributed to the force of an 
invisible power that makes the good or bad consequences of intended actions 
appear at some later date. 

From the viewpoint ofthe Mimamsa system, the act of initiating the sacrifi¬ 
cial rituals had the potency to generate an appropriately beneficial storable power. 
According to Halbfass (1991a): 

In Mimamsa only the utsarga, the official act of initiating the sacrifice, has to be done by 
the sacrificer; the actual performances themselves may be left to “paid agents.” 
Although Kumarila maintains that the soul (atman) of the sacrificer is the subject or the 
“doer” ofthe sacrificial action, the question of personal authorship and responsibility is 
less important here: what produces apurva is rather the impersonal power ofthe sacrifice 
itself, which is only unleashed, activated during the actual performance ofthe sacrifice. 

(p. 309; emphasis original) 

In the Mimamsa system, the concept of apurva was often considered as some kind 
of a magical quality without any substratum (anasrita). The overall interest in this 



330 


CHAPTER 6 


system would thus seem to be in acquiring magical powers rather than in account¬ 
ing for causality or ensuring justice. Although there was beliefinthe existence ofa 
soul that would proceed to heaven or hell (svarga or naraka) as appropriate after 
the death of the body, there seemed little interest in specifying where the powers 
generated by the soul’s actions might reside and how they might result in good or 
bad experiences. Several thinkers of the rival systems ofNyaya and Vaisesika, 
however, believed in the storing ofthe powers generated by actions, but reconcep¬ 
tualized it within a different model of nature and the cosmos. 

Action and Its Consequences in the Physical and Biological 
Context: Views of the Vaisesika System 

The Vaisesika system radically redefined karma in terms of motion. Indeed, 
this system is probably the most naturalistic of all the systems of Indian thought. In 
Th e Positive Sciences ofthe Ancient Hindus, Brajendranath Seal (n.d./1985) gives 
a clear account ofthe Vaisesika view of motion. As pointed out by him, Prasasta 
pada (5th century), one of the early Vaisesika thinkers, defined karma as the 
unconditional cause ofthe change of the position ofa particle (p. 129). Prasasta 
pada considers in some detail the nature of rectilinear, curvilinear, and vibratory 
motion of objects. He distinguishes among different causes of motion, such as 
gravity (gurutva), which is the cause of falling bodies, fluidity (dravatva), which 
makes liquids flow, and motion caused by volition, such as an object falling due 
to an intentional push by hand. He distinguishes motion caused by these three types 
ofcauses from that resulting from a fourth cause that he calls the “unseen” (adrsta), 
since it cannot be ascertained by observation or inference as the others are. The 
following are given as examples ofmotion caused by the “unseen” cause: the first 
motion of particles at the beginning of creation, the movement of iron toward a 
magnet, the movement ofparticles from the root to the stem of a plant by capillary 
action (called the abhisarpana), and the upward motion of particles due to 
evaporation. Seal (n.d./l985) notes the following additional category ofmotion 
attributed to the operation of the “unseen”: 

The operation of merit and demerit (dharma and adharma), a transcendental cause, 
which has to be posited in explaining the conjunctions and disjunctions of souls with 
their organic vehicles (bodies), which cannot be ascribed to natural causes, but [is] 
presupposed[dby] the law of Karma, or the operation of moral causation, as super¬ 
imposed on the natural order, (p. 133) 

Halbfass (1991a) notes that in classical Vaisesika doctrines ofPrasastapada, the 
“unseen” or adrsta is a comprehensive term such that under its mantle, merit and 
demerit (dharma and adharma) are but 2 of the 24 qualities (guna) of various 
substances (padartha). “The integration of dharma and adharma into the list of 
gunas is a symptomatic step,” says Halbfass, “in the process ofthe final systemat¬ 
ization ofVaisesika and in its attempted merger of soteriology and ‘physics’ ” (p. 
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311). He also points out that in the Nyaya system, which is usually considered to be 
the twin of Vaisesika, atoms (anu) as well as minds (manus) are conceived of as 
having a kinetic force attributed to the “unseen.” it is interesting to note that in the 
VaHesika system of Prasastapada this force is categorized into various kinds 
including continuous pressure (nodana), impact (abhighdta), and persistent ten¬ 
dency, which is called samskara (Seal, n.d./1985, pp. 134-136). As we shall see, 
the idea of samskara is central to the Yogic conception of the connection between 
actions and their future consequences. 

The attempt by the Vaisesika school to include physical phenomena such as 
motion under the mantle of the Law of Karma shows that there was a strong 
tendency to conceive of retributive justice as a cosmic principle conceived in a 
thoroughly naturalistic sense. Their approach implied several presuppositions: 
The first one may be called the “conservation of karma,” meaning that there is 
neither disappearance of the effects of any action (krtavipranasa), nor any appear¬ 
ance of undeserved suffering or well-being (akrtabhyagama). This, in turn, implies 
the second presupposition that there is no interference in the distribution of 
rewards and punishments by a supernatural agency such as God who could grant 
amnesty to the wicked or bestow grace on undeserving devotees. As noted in 
Chapter 2, the Svetasvatara Upanisad (6.11) viewed God as merely an overseer of 
the Law of Karma without the power to interfere in its operation. The third 
presupposition is that the Law of Karma should be applicable to all creatures in the 
universe as suggested in the Sanskrit expression “from Brahma to the tufts of 
grass” (brahmadistambaparyanta). As noted by Halbfass (1991a), extending the 
Law of Karma to the entire domain of living beings required the recognition of 
awareness among all forms of life, since retribution for good or bad actions cannot 
take place unless a creature can feel pain and pleasure in one form or another. The 
similarity between human beings and animals in feeling pleasure and pain seemed 
obvious to ancient Indians as it does to many of us today; comparisons between 
human beings and animals are commonplace in Sanskrit writings on diverse topics 
such as dramatics where emotions among human beings and animals are com¬ 
pared, or in Yoga where the training of the human mind is compared with teaching 
animals by rewarding them. Moreover, the conceptualization of the entire animal 
kingdom in a graded series of varied forms of life has been an integral part of the 
traditional Indian worldview. 

The idea of hierarchical grading of varied forms of life appears in Indian 
thought in many different ways. For instance, according to a highly popular myth, 
Visnu, the sustainer of the world in the Hindu “trinity,” appeared on earth in a 
series of incarnations in the form of a fish, a turtle, a boar, a lion-headed man, and a 
dwarf, before appearing as Rama and Krsna as near-perfect and perfect manifesta - 
tions of the spirit (purusa), respectively. The lining up of species in this myth is 
suggestive of a hierarchy of life forms with an uncanny similarity with the 
Darwinian order of evolution. There is also a popular conception of a hierarchy of 
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8.4 million species and a connected assumption that a living being must ascend this 
ladder before being born as a human being. Such an “evolutionary” concept ofthe 
origins of humanity is integrally connected with the notion of retributive justice 
built into the cosmos. It is a common belief, for instance, that once an individual 
form of life ascends the evolutionary ladder and incarnates in the form of a human 
being, it is up to him or her to progress morally and spiritually so as to be rewarded 
with increasingly privileged forms ofhuman and even superhuman lives, until 
finally qualifying for an ultimate release from the cycle of birth and death. If, 
however, after being born as a human being one fails to accumulate enough merit 
to qualify for being reborn as a human being, one is supposed to be “demoted” to 
lower forms of life, such as a cat, or a dog, or an insect, depending on how poorly 
one has conducted one’s life. Once reborn into a lower form, there is no alternative 
but to wait until nature takes its course in upgrading the individual to successively 
higher forms until human form is regained. This endless game of snakes and 
ladders is believed to perpetuate unless one attains enlightenment, and thus 
escapes the drudgery once and for all. 

But how far down the scale of life does the ladder extend? Surely to cows and 
dogs and turtles and fish, and even maggots. But how about the proverbial “blade 
of grass?” Are plants, too, part of the hierarchy of life forms? As noted by Halbfass 
(1991a, p. 323), the “five-fire doctrine” (pancagnividya) that appears in the 
Chdndogya Upanisad (5.3 -10) suggests a link between human beings and plants. 
According to this doctrine, the subtle body ofa deceased person is first transformed 
into soma (juice ofthe Soma plant), which then transforms successively into rain, 
food, semen, and a human being. The Chdndogya Upanisad (1931, 5.10.1-6) 
describes how the subtle body of a meritorious person first ascends to the moon, 
where as soma, it becomes food for the gods: 

After having remained in it as long as there is a residue [of their good works], then by 
that course by which they came they return again, just as they came, into space; from 
space, into wind. After having become wind, one becomes smoke. After having become 
smoke, he becomes mist. After having become mist, he becomes cloud. After having be¬ 
come cloud, he rains down. They are bom here as rice and barley, as herbs and trees, as 
sesame plants and beans. Thence, verily, indeed, it is difficult to emerge; for only if some 
one or other eats him as food and emits him as semen, does he develop further, (p. 233) 

All this is as mysterious and fanciful as any other doctrine of life after death, 
whether in Indian thought or anywhere else. Yet, when compared with the super- 
naturalistic views of the MImamsa system, which speaks of ascending to heaven 
by means of magical powers whether earned by meritorious behavior or bought by 
paying a priest to conduct some rituals, the Upanisadic speculations just mentioned 
approach the issue ofkarma in a relatively naturalistic way, opening the way for an 
even more naturalistic approach of the Vais'esika system. 

As Halbfass points out, in the history of Indian thought, there have been 
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persistent, unresolved controversies over such issues as the relation between 
karma and events in nature. For example, the Vaisesikas and the Jains could not 
agree on whether plants were conscious. There were even “experiments” to find 
out if maggots arose in a human corpse sealed in an iron pot, for if they did, life 
would be shown to arise spontaneously without a soul entering into the sealed box 
to face punishments forpast actions. Halbfass (1991a)notes several other instances 
of naturalistic observation and even “experiment,” but concludes that over the 
centuries, there was an increasingly “rigid superimposition of religious and 
soteriological schemes and perspectives upon biological, zoological, and cos¬ 
mological observations and a gradual evaporation of the spirit of observation and 
empirical openness for natural phenomena” (p. 320). At any rate, it should be clear 
that, regardless of all of its shortcomings, the general thrust of the Indian world¬ 
view was to consider the doctrine ofkarma as a broad principle that encompasses 
concepts of retributive justice as well as causality that are evenly applicable to all 
human affairs on the one hand and to events in the realms ofmeteorology, biology, 
and even physics on the other. Of all the varied systems of Indian thought, 
Patanjali’s Yoga (1978) comes the closest in accounting for human behavior in 
“psychological” terms, and as such it deserves special attention here. 

The Conception of Karma and its Consequences in the Yoga System 

It has been common in Indian thought to characterize human action in terms 
of its physical (kayika), verbal (vacika), and mental (manasika) dimensions. 
According to Patanjali’s Yoga (1978), all mental events orprocesses (citta vrrti) 
such as perceiving, thinking, imagining, recollecting, and so on constitute action, 
or karma. Each mental event is said to leave behind traces, called samskaras, 
which are compared to seeds. The mind (citta) is thought of as a receptacle in 
which the karmic seeds are stored for indefinite periods oftime. At some later time, 
when proper conditions are present, the stored seeds germinate and bear fruit 
(phala) that display the distinctive mark (anjana) of the original actions that 
produced them. For instance, ifthe original action involved reaching out for and 
tasting honey, the fruition of the seeds sown by this karma might happen while 
visiting the forest where it was tasted, and might involve the pleasant taste of 
honey as well as a tendency to seek a beehive where honey might be found. On the 
contrary, ifthe original experience involved apainful contact with fire, the fruition 
of its traces would invoke a fearful feeling at the sight of something that looks like a 
flame, along with behavioral impulses to get away from it. What such examples 
suggest is that present behavior is determined by past experience and behavior, 
depending on the pleasant orunpleasant nature ofthe initial experiences. The basic 
purpose here is clearly to connect experiences and behaviors across a time span, 
which is what concepts such as imprints and memory “traces” accomplish in 
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contemporary thought. The Yogic concept of karmasaya helps to do the same by 
invoking the metaphor of storage and retrieval ofpast impressions. Here the term 
asava meaning a vessel, receptacle, storehouse, a resting place, or a seat, is 
combined with the term karma. Thus, the term karmasaya implies a storehouse of 
the karmic residues, and this storehouse is considered to serve as a resting place for 
the soul (purusa). Dasgupta (1924/1973)mentions yet another meaning oftheterm 
asaya as a vehicle, suggesting that karmasaya is so called because it serves as the 
vehicle in which the person travels through the time tunnel, witnessing light and 
dark, heat or cold, pleasure or pain, in a perpetual succession of life cycles. 18 

Itis easy to see thatthe Yogic concept of samskcirasxosemb\e,s the contempo¬ 
rary Western notion of traces, and the Yogic view of the way they operate resem¬ 
bles the behaviorist notion of reinforcement, insofar as both recognize the role of 
pleasure and pain in the shaping of future behavior. Patanjali’s Yoga aphorisms 
(1978, 4.9) clearly attribute remembering to the reactivation of traces of events 
experienced earlier during the present life cycle. Moreover, Yogic theory, like 
modem psychology, recognizes that insofar as even newborn babies tend to avoid 
pain and seek pleasurable things, the origin of behavioral tendencies must be 
traced to events that may have occurred prior to the beginning of the present life 
cycle. Like the behaviorist notion of drive, the Yogic notion of vasana traces the 
origin of current behavioral tendencies to the history of the individual prior to 
conception. As noted, the ancient Indian thinkers, too, thought that animal and 
human forms of life were connected, except that they did not think of a phylo¬ 
genetic order within a Darwinian model of evolution as we do in modem times. In 
the Yogic theory, as in the case of the traditional Indian view of karma, the human 
tendency to protect one’s home territory from intruders was not so much of a 
carryover from the animal origins ofhuman species, but rather the fructification 
(vipaka) ofthe seeds sown by an individual’s experience in a previous incarnation 
as a dog. The seeds sown by experiences in a given life cycle may or may not sprout 
and bear fruit before the end of that life cycle; the unsprouted seeds are carried 
forward from the end of one life cycle to the beginning of the next. According to 
the Patanjali (1978, 2.13), the type of seeds that lay in store at the time of death 
decides the type of species (jati) in which the individual will be reborn, the type of 
life cycle (ayus) he or she will have, and the kind of pleasurable and painful 
experiences (bhoga) he or she will enjoy and suffer. 

The foregoing account of pleasure and pain is largely naturalistic; it simply 
relates to the experiential concomitants of behaviors of animals including human 
beings, and all behaviors are considered lawfully determined. In some basic ways, 
such an account is fairly consistent with behaviorist views. However, the Yogic 
perspective is radically different from that of the behaviorists in that the former 
combines retributivejustice with the law ofnature. InPatanjali’s (1978,2.14) view, 
an individual experiences pleasure or pain depending on whether he or she has 
accumulated residues of virtuous or vicious actions (punyapunya hetutvat), re- 
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spectively. Patanjali’s commentator Vyasa (4.8) clarifies that whether an individual 
will be reborn as a hell-born (nhraka), as an animal (tiryak), or as a human being 
(manusya) depends on the kind ofunripened karmic seeds that await fructification 
(vipaka) in the next life. Thus, according to the Yogic worldview, individuals are 
promoted or demoted for their good and bad deeds by being “naturally” placed 
higher or lower on a hierarchical order of species. This is of course in line with the 
views of retributive justice shared by other systems oflndian thought as described 
earlier. 

As we noted in the previous chapter, the primary strategy ofPatanjali’s Yoga 
is controlling one’s own thought processes by means ofpersistent effort (abhyasa) 
and the cultivation of dispassionateness (vairagya). While the former means 
(effort) clearly lie in the domain ofthe self-as-agent, the latter fits within the sphere 
ofthe self-as-enjoyer. What Yoga expects the aspirant to do is to turn the self-as- 
agent against itself by slowing itself down physically and mentally until it comes 
to a stand still, and simultaneously get the self-as-enjoyer to withdraw from the 
very objects that it persistently continues to seek. This is the Yogic strategy for 
ending the self-perpetuating cycle of action and its consequences. But why does 
the cycle of action and its consequences tend to perpetuate itself? Seen from a 
Yogic viewpoint, the primary cause ofperpetuation are the following “afflictions” 
that most commonly taint mental events: (1) misconstrued notions about one’s 
selfhood- mainly mistaking transitory thoughts for the unchanging Self- 
(avidya); (2) egoism (asmita); (3) attachment (raga);( 4) aversion (dvesa); and 
(5) love for life and the tendency toward the perpetuation of life (abhinivesa). 
Thus, it is the feelings of attachment or liking for various objects and the dislike or 
fear for others that are primarily responsible for leaving traces behind, traces that 
prompt a person to seek liked things and avoid the disliked ones. 

To put it in the language of freedom versus control, a person’s behavior is 
“controlled” by past events as long as she or he remains enchanted by things 
enjoyed in the past and keeps avoiding unpleasant ones. A lover would surely 
chase his paramour as long as the love lasts; but if the relationship goes sour or if 
the man becomes infatuated by a different flame, then even the strongest attach¬ 
ment for the first love would quickly become a thing of the past. Likewise, if and 
when a utopian ideologist becomes disillusioned about the party’s promises for a 
bright future, yesterday’s dream can turn into today’s nightmare. Against this 
background, it should be easy to understand why the cultivation of dispassionate - 
ness would mitigate the spell ofpast experience on the individual. Dispassionate - 
ness implies the diminution or blunting of the force with which one is attracted to 
orrepelled from objects in the world. According to Yoga, as in many other forms of 
spiritual self-discipline, one’s emotional investment can be voluntarily altered. If 
this is correct, then it should follow that lowering the levels of attachment would 
allow a person to exercise systematic control on one’s own behavior. 

The overall thrust ofthe Yogic strategy is to develop increasing levels ofself- 
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control. The initial steps to Yoga, namely, restraints such as avoiding stealing or 
injury and observances such as cleanliness and study, involve control of one’s 
general conduct in social life such as not hurting others and in matters of personal 
conduct in daily activities (see Table 5.2 in the previous chapter). Then, the Yogic 
aspirant learns to slow down the body and sit comfortably, then to slow down the 
physiological functions through the control ofbreathing. Then follows control and 
gradual slowing down ofone’s thinking and cognitive processes. When the stream 
ofthought is brought close to a standstill, the nature ofconscious experience is said 
to undergo aradical change. Vacaspati Misra and Vijnana Bhiksu’s commentaries 
on Patanjali Yoga aphorisms provide detailed descriptions of a series of altered 
states of consciousness called the samadhi that are said to follow in sequential 
order with progress in the practice of meditation (see Paranjpe, 1984). We shall 
look at some aspects of the altered states of consciousness as described in Yoga in 
the next chapter. Here, let us note the implications for the chain of action and its 
consequences as relevant to the topic at hand. 

According to Patanjali (1978), the experience ofthe initial levels of samadhi 
also leave their traces behind, and one who experiences them tends to seek more 
of the same since the experience is positive. However, unlike the pleasurable 
experiences of external objects or events, such as tasting honey, or winning a 
game, and so on, which generally tend to add fuel to the fire of desires and turn 
one’s attention outward rather than inward, the samadhi experience prompts the 
Yogi to look inward for satisfaction. The very nature ofthe samadhi experience is 
said to be intrinsically blissful; it inheres in the Self(as-subject) and is independent 
of any object. That bliss is inexhaustible and it is always there to be experienced 
without one’s having to depend on vagaries of the external world. Moreover, 
according to Patanjali (1978, 1.50), traces left behind by samadhi experiences 
impede the force oftraces left behind by external objects. As the traces left behind 
by samadhi experiences accumulate, they strengthen the tendencies to seek inner 
bliss while atthe same time they weaken the tendencies to seek objects ofpleasure 
in the external world. Thus, a “positive cycle” sets in, whereby the Yogi becomes 
increasingly free from the binding spell ofthe “contingencies of reinforcement” 
that normally tend to impel a person to seek or avoid objects and events. Because 
this cycle is the opposite ofthe self-perpetuating chain of action and its conse¬ 
quences, it ultimately liberates a person from the burden of the past. 

Karma Yoga: The Method of Nonattached Action 
IN THE BHAGAVAD-GJtA 

In the Indian tradition, it is customary to think of three distinct “paths” to 
liberation: the paths ofknowledge, devotion, and action (jhana, bhakti, and karma 
marga). The three paths involve the transformation ofthe self as knower, enjoyer- 
sufferer, and agent, respectively, and require focus on cognition, emotion, and 



SE L F-AS-AGENT 


337 


action, respectively. We have considered the first two in Chapters 4 and 5, respec¬ 
tively, and we may now consider the path of action (karma marga) as appropriate 
to the topic of this chapter. The nature of the path of action is often understood 
differently because the ambiguous meaning of the term karma. The narrower 
connotation of the term karma implies actions as prescribed by the earlier Vedic 
texts, meaning rituals aimed primarily at securing a place in the heaven. It is in this 
sense of the term that the system ofMimamsa is sometimes viewed as espousing 
the path of action; it engages in the exegesis ofthe earlier Vedic texts, and tries to 
clarify the meanings ofVedic injunctions so as to enable its followers to engage in 
prescribed actions. Inth e Bhagavad-GTta, however, the broader ethical connota¬ 
tion of the term karma is emphasized, and Karma Yoga is suggested as a path of 
action involving a skill in carrying out one’s actions (karmasu kausalam). The skill 
lies primarily in cultivating a sense of detachment in regard to the outcomes of 
action, whether a gain or loss. In the remainder ofthis section, I wish to discuss the 
rationale of nonattached action (niskama karma) as a technique of self-transformation 
leading to liberation from the chain of actions and their consequences. 

The Bhagavad-GTta describes more than a dozen approaches to liberation, 
each called a “yoga.” Of these many yogas, the Yoga of renunciation of action 
(karma samnyasa yoga) recommends disengaging from actions in family and 
community life, and thus contrasts sharply with Karma Yoga, which recommends 
active engagement as opposed to renunciation. In the Indian tradition, disengage - 
ment or renunciation (nivrtti) and active engagement with social roles in family 
and community (pravrtti) have been proposed as alternative ways of dealing with 
action in life. Disengagement implies resigning from roles and responsibilities in 
family, kin, and community and accepting the life ofarenouncer (samnyasin) and 
being a recluse, a hermit, an anchorless ascetic, or a wandering monk devoted to 
study, contemplation, and teaching. Such a role is sanctioned in the Indian culture, 
and there are institutional arrangements to support them in a manner comparable to 
those of monks in hermitages in the West. Renunciation implies that one stops 
acting in the varied roles within the family and community, and thus is freed from 
the chain of consequences following from all the actions that would otherwise be 
carried out in those capacities. Such disengagement would be a way to liberation, 
since no actions means having no consequences and therefore no bondage, thereby 
moving toward liberation. But nonaction is merely a logical possibility and not a 
practical one, since even the hermit must act in one way or another as long as he or 
she lives. Therefore, even a renouncer needs a strategy to act in a way to attain 
release from the chain of action and its consequences. 

Traditionally, the lifestyle ofarenouncer has been considered appropriate for 
those who take the path of knowledge (Jnana Yoga) to liberation, since the 
renunciate can afford full-time devotion to the task of study and contemplation. 
There are ofcourse stalwarts such as Sankara who strongly advocate knowledge as 
the only means to liberation, and within its context dismiss the role of action as a 
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subsidiary at best. Many others recommend a combination of knowledge, devo¬ 
tion, and action depending on what suits a particular individual’s temperament 
(svabhdva) and circumstances in life. Against this background, Niskama Karma 
Yoga (often simply called Karma Yoga) provides an approach with the strongest 
emphasis on action, and relatively less on devotion and knowledge as preferred by 
the aspirant. The Bhagavad-Glta is probably the best source for the explanation of 
Karma Yoga, and B. G. Tilak is clearly one of its staunchest advocates and 
defenders in modem times. My account of the rationale of Karma Yoga in the 
following pages depends heavily on the Gita and on Bhagavad-GTtd-Rahusya, 
which is the name ofTilak’s commentary on the Gita (Tilak, 1915/1971). 

The rationale of Karma Yoga as expounded in the Gita rests primarily on 
the idea that it is the hankering (sahga, dsakti) for rewards or the fruits of action 
that “binds” us to the chain of actions and their consequences. The stronger the 
longing for specific outcomes, the greater the effort a person is ready to invest in 
attaining them; and the greater the effort, the higher the chances of being drawn 
into unintended results and their consequences. On the contrary, if one does not 
care for any results at all, then one is not likely to do anything. However, it is not 
possible to live without doing anything at all, and it makes little sense to act 
without any expectation at all, since complete lack of expectation would simply 
mean totally random or mindless activity. Moreover, most aspirants for liberation 
are likely to find themselves strongly involved at least in some personal projects 
that are important in their lives. Against this background, the strategy of Karma 
Yoga is to start cultivating affective neutrality, i.e., to start trying not to get very 
excited about what one might gain or lose as result of intended actions. Affective 
neutrality makes a good deal of practical sense, since effective action requires an 
optimum level of concern for success; both very high or very low levels ofconcern 
are detrimental to success. However, the aim ofKarma Yoga is not simply to foster 
higher levels of efficiency by performing at optimum levels of involvement and 
anxiety; its ultimate aim is to continue performing one’s duties with an increasing 
sense ofdetachment so that one stops being driven by the outcome of one’s actions 
and ultimately escapes from the chain of action and its consequences. To that end, 
itrequires an understanding ofthe nature ofaction and its consequences in addition 
to the deliberate and systematic lessening of one’s emotional investment in the 
outcome ofaction. 

The Bhagavad-Glta (18.14) provides such an understanding through a care¬ 
ful analysis ofthe various factors that determine success in a course ofaction and 
helps promote self-understanding in relation to action. As noted in the previous 
chapter, it points out that the agent is but one of several factors in producing an 
outcome and identifies four other factors involved, namely the context of action, 
the instruments of various sorts, various kinds of effort, and finally, chance or 
“fate” (daiva). 19 It also points out ( Bhagavad-Glta , 3.27) that events in the 
phenomenal world (Prakrti) keep happening according to the inexorable laws of 
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nature over which we have no control, and yet we think egotistically and assign 
more credit or blame to ourselves for success and failure than we deserve. 20 This 
idea is essentially the same as A. G. Greenwald's (1980) notion of “beneffec- 
tance,” i.e., a tendency to take credit for success regardless of whether one 
deserves itornot, which was discussed in Chapter 4. The difference is that, unlike 
Greenwald who refrains from drawing moralistic conclusions from his observa¬ 
tions, Krsna exhorts Arjuna in the Gita (2.47) to stop being attached to the fruits of 
action. For, he says, it is only your own actions over which you have control, never 
the outcomes; so let not the fruits be your motive for action, nor let yourself slither 
into inaction. 21 

Tilak (1915/1971 (tried to explain and popularize the doctrines ofnonattached 
action as expounded in the Bhagavad-Gita during the early years of the 20th 
century. A journalist trying hard to raise his voice against a foreign rule during the 
heyday ofthe British empire, he tried to convey to his countrymen that the message 
of the teaching ofthe Gita was not one of renunciation, but ofbeing involved in the 
practical affairs of the society. Such involvement was obviously relevant to the 
fight against a foreign rule, even as Krsna’s exhortation to Arjuna was in the war 
of his times. Aside from the political implications for the teachings of the 
Bhagavad-GTtci toTilak’s life and times, his interpretation brings out the relevance 
of detached action for any person in any culture and era. Karma Y oga as expounded 
in the Gltci may be viewed as a “technology of the self,” with a focus on action, 
although the role of emotion and cognition in it is not negligible. The key to 
success in the practice of Karma Yoga is in the cultivation of affective neutrality 
through cognitive means, such as understanding the role of egotistic tendencies in 
assigning undeserved credit for success or blame for failure. Tilak's particular 
interpretation ofthe doctrines ofthe Gita has been criticized on various grounds: 
for his overemphasis on action to the relative neglect of knowledge as a means to 
liberation and for implying that his approach was consistent with that of Sankara, 
who advocated knowledge as the only means to liberation. It is also suggested that 
the very idea of detachment is inconsistent with the focus on action, since it makes 
little sense to undertake a course of action without any expectation of specific 
outcomes. 

Adoption ofthe nonattached stance implies letting things happen and being a 
witness to the course of events without at the same time foregoing meaningful 
action. With the cultivation of such a stance, a person can learn to be guided not by 
egoistic goals, but by the value ofservice to society (loka-samgraha), as suggested 
by the Gita A person who successfully practices nonattached karma is said to 
become gradually released from the egoistic strivings that tie the agent to the chain 
of consequences and ultimately to become released from its fetters. The 
Bhagavad-Gitd (5.10) uses the metaphor ofthe lotus leaf that floats in water but 
remains untouched by it to describe a person who lives in the sea of social action 
without getting entangled by its trappings. 
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Understanding the Doctrine of Karma in View 
of Contemporary Indian Concerns and Western Perspectives 


The doctrine of karma has provided the foundation for the social ethos in 
India for ages. As noted, except for a very small minority of the .materialist 
followers of Carvaka the doctrine of karma has been accepted by almost all 
schools of thought and religious denominations that originated in India. The 
pervasiveness of the teaching of this doctrine does not imply that vast numbers of 
people in the Indian subcontinent have been seriously practicing the preaching 
based on such principles. In current times, in particular, there are several issues and 
concerns that question and undermine people’s belief in the doctrine of karma. 
While secularization and popularity of the worldview of science tends to weaken 
faith in “religious” beliefs, widespread corruption and social malaise directly 
challenge belief in ajust world ensconced in any worldview, secular orreligious. A 
more serious challenge to the belief in the doctrine of karma arises from the 
reaction of the members of the lower castes, who had long reconciled themselves 
to their inferior status as ajust result from their alleged demerit acquired in 
previous lives. As noted in Chapter 2, such justification is no longer acceptable in 
light of the currently popular value of egalitarian beliefs. Indeed, seen from the 
vantage point of the members of the lower castes, such an interpretation of the 
doctrine ofkarma is a device used by the upper castes, especially the Brahmins, to 
gain undue advantages at the cost of the lower castes. This issue of the clash 
between egalitarianism versus the caste system supported by the doctrine ofkarma 
deserves closer examination. To that end, let me cite some data from a survey of 
attitudes and beliefs regarding the doctrine ofkarma among members of different 
caste groups. 

The study in question aimed at assessing the attitudes and opinions of 
members of various caste groups about a variety of issues concerning the caste 
system. It was conducted in the Western city of Pune in the mid-1960s (see 
Paranjpe, 1970), and the participants were some 500 college students. To help 
assess the significance of the hierarchical distribution of status and privileges 
across the caste groups, about one third of the respondents were drawn from each 
of the Brahmin, Maratha, and Harijan (ex-untouchables, currently called Dalit) 
caste groups placed at the top, the middle, and the bottom of the caste hierarchy, 
respectively. The following was one of the statements to which the students were 
asked to express their agreement or disagreement: “It is proper to bear without 
complaining our current miseries as rightful dues for our deeds in previous life.” 
It should be clear that such an attitude is a corollary of the doctrine ofkarma, and 
that its acceptance by members of the underprivileged castes is essential for the 
perpetuation of the caste system. In response to this statement, about 30% of 
students ofthe privileged Brahmin castes agreed, while almost 50% disagreed, and 
the rest were neutral. By comparison, only 17%ofmembers ofthe ex-untouchable 
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castes agreed while 60% disagreed with the same statement. In an effort to assess 
their level of support to the doctrine ofrebirth, students were asked to express their 
agreement or disagreement to the statement “I believe in the doctrine ofrebirth.” 
About 35% Brahmins expressed belief in the doctrine ofrebirth, and a little less 
than 30% rejected the idea. By comparison, while 13% of the ex-untouchable 
castes expressed their belief in the idea or rebirth, over 60% expressed disbelief. 
Predictably, members of the Maratha caste in the middle of the caste hierarchy 
were in between the upper and lower castes in their level of disagreement with 
these statements (see Paranjpe, 1970, pp. 51-53).These data clearly indicate that 
among the youth studied, by and large, disbelief in the doctrine ofkarma was more 
common than belief, and that such disbelief was more common among members of 
the lower castes than among those of the higher castes. The limitations of these 
data are obvious: they are restricted to a sample of college youth and may not be 
generalizable to the wider society. Also, these observations are fairly outdated. I 
have not been able to obtain more recent and more representative data on such 
issues. However, given that the reaction of the underprivileged castes against the 
differentials is steadily increasing over the decades as indicated by the substantial 
political gains of parties supported by Dalits and “other backward castes,” it 
would be fair to guess that belief in the doctrine ofkarma, which tended to justify 
the privileges, would also be on the decline. 

Be that as it may, it should be clear that the doctrine ofkarma and the corol¬ 
lary belief in reincarnation are inextricably connected with the desire to see the 
world as a just place. Belief in rebirth is necessary to protect the just world 
hypothesis implicit in the doctrine ofkarma, just asbeliefinthe Day ofJudgment is 
necessary to ensure belief in a similar hypothesis within the Christian worldview. 
However, since the doctrine ofkarma and the belief in rebirth have been used to 
justify social inequities of the caste system, this doctrine and belief have come to 
signify injustice, which is ironically the exact opposite of what they were origi¬ 
nally supposed to stand for. This does not mean that the doctrine ofkarma and the 
belief in rebirth necessarily entail the justification of inequality. Indeed, Gautama 
Buddha as well as several other religious reformers such as Guru Nanak rejected 
caste-based inequities without discarding either the Law of Karma or the belief in 
rebirth. Ironically, Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, the greatest leader ofthe Dalit community 
and the strongest fighter for equality, converted millions of his followers to 
Buddhism, which has always accepted the doctrine ofkarma as an integral part of 
its worldview. Inhisbook, Buddha andHisDhamma, Ambedkar (1957/1992,pp. 
329-344)explains what the Buddha meant when he spoke ofrebirth and karma, 
and shows how the Buddhist views differed from the Brahmanical views ofkarma. 
He also tries to interpret Buddha’s views ofrebirth and karma in the light ofthe 
modem scientific conceptions of heredity and environment as determinants of 
human behavior. It is not necessary for us to examine how well the traditional 
perspectives are interpreted in Dr. Ambedkar’s writings and how he interprets 
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them in the light of modem science. Suffice it to note that in his view, “[t]he basis 
of the Hindu doctrine of past karma as the regulator of future life is an iniquitous 
doctrine.. .. The only purpose one can think of [for it] is to enable the state or the 
society to escape responsibility for the condition of the poor and the lowly” (p. 
344). It hardly would be surprising that Dr. Ambedkar’s neo-Budhhist 22 followers 
strongly endorse the principle of equality while at the same time rejecting the 
doctrine of karma altogether. 

In his autobiographical account previously mentioned, S. K. Thorat (1979),a 
follower of Dr. Ambedkar, notes that he rejected the stigmatized identity as a 
Mahar, i.e., a member of a caste formerly considered untouchable, and asserts that 
“I accept the principles of social justice, equality, fraternity, and the like” (p. 78). 
These principles are the watchwords of the modern liberal democratic ethos 
reverberating around the world since the late 18th century, thanks to the legacy of 
the French Revolution. It is hardly surprising that they express the sentiments of 
people who have been victimized by inequalitarian systems anywhere and every¬ 
where in the world today. Following hisjust-quoted words, Thorat (1979) adds: “I 
reject belief in the karma theory based on past deeds, reincarnation of souls, in 
Gods and rituals” (p. 78; emphasis original). The point is that, given the centrality 
of the principle of equality in today’s world, including contemporary India, the 
doctrine of karma may no longer continue to be a central feature of the Indian 
worldview and the backbone of its social ethos as it had been throughout history. 

The assumption that the world is a just place makes little if any sense to the 
countless dispossessed, victimized, and exploited people ofthe world. Indeed, for 
many such people, the world is an unjust place. Moreover, in India today as in 
certain other parts ofthe world where corruption has become the order ofthe day, 
the very concept oljustice starts to lose sense. It is of course possible to make sense 
of life without belief in the just world hypothesis. There are many varied world¬ 
views that are neutral to moral considerations; the worldview of science is an 
obvious and common one. Given the increasing spread ofeducation and the steady 
march of science and technology, it is conceivable that the worldview of science 
might come to dominate and be widely shared in India, and perhaps in the rest of 
the world as well. Moreover, within academe, the worldview of science has 
ostensibly already become the order of the day. 


The Doctrine of Karma from the Vantage Point of the Worldview 
of Science 

There is an ironic similarity between the worldview of science and the 
traditional Indian worldview: Both assume that all events in the entire universe 
are governed by ironclad laws of causality. Moreover, the traditional Indian 
worldview conceives of a continuum oflife forms that function within a universal 
order similar to the Darwinian notion ofthe evolutionary order. The main differ- 
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ence is that in the Indian worldview causality extends beyond the natural world to 
the moral domain. Such mixing up of the natural and moral domains is clearly an 
anathema to the worldview of science. It is my impression that there are two 
distinctive aspects of the development of the worldview of science in the West, 
whereby the gulfbetween the natural and moral domains has grown very wide. The 
first one is that, in the intellectual history ofthe West, God was considered to be the 
guardian of moral order, an idea common and central to Judaism, Christianity, as 
well as Islam. It was He who would punish the sinners and reward the meritorious 
on the Great Day. The fact that science developed in 16th-and 17th-century Europe 
in the teeth of opposition from the Church seems to me to be’ at least partly 
responsible for the rift between not only science and religion, but also between 
science and ethics. Second, since the 18th century when David Hume drew a sharp 
line between the “is” and the “ought,” it has been supposed that science will deal 
exclusively with facts and have nothing at all to do with values. 

When modem science emerged in Europe during the 17th century, its views 
on various matters such as the sun rather than the earth as the center of the world 
conflicted with the established Christian worldview, and the conflict was epito¬ 
mized by the inquisition ofGalileo (see Russell, 1935/1961).This conflict contin¬ 
ued until the middle ofthe 19th century when Darwin proposed the evolutionary 
origins of human beings, a theory that challenged the biblical view ofthe creation 
of man by God. As debates over evolutionism versus creationism continue on 
university campuses, at least in North America, scientists by and large wish to have 
nothing to do with religion. Insofar as the Church often claims to have authority 
over moral issues, next to God, scientists tend to keep away from discussions of 
ethics and value as well. Besides, ever since science started to receive funding 
from royalty (as in the case of support to the Royal Society of London founded in 
1662), scientists were supposed to refrain from participation in politics. Later, 
when science started to receive funding from democratically elected governments, 
it made even less sense for scientists to support one political ideology or religious 
sect over another. Publicly funded educational instutution understandably tend to 
be value neutral, since no matter what values you support, they often tend to please 
some groups but offend others. 

Looking at the issue of the relationship between science and religion in the 
global context, it is necessary to note that the conflict between them is a product of 
the specific features of intellectual history of Europe, which are not obtained in 
the East. Two major themes of the worldview of science that are at the center of its 
conflict with the Church, namely the heliocentric view of the universe and the 
theory ofevolution, do not militate against the worldviews ofEastem religions. As 
far as I know, the introduction of science in Asia has not been offensive to any 
established sensibilities. It is difficult to convey to many Westerners the simple fact 
that classical Buddhism and Jainism are atheistic, since from their viewpoint, 
atheist religion is an oxymoron. Even some Hindus are aghast when they discover 
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that some of the influential philosophical systems, such as the Sankhya system, 
which dominates the conceptual framework of the Bhagavad-GTta, has no place 
for God. Even in Advaita Vedanta, which is not explicitly atheistic, the role ofGod 
is limited to that of a mere purveyor of the moral order with no power to intervene. 
In most Indian systems of thought, God plays a limited, if any, role; He does not 
dictate moral law, or sit in judgment, or dispense rewards and punishments. The 
Law of Karma is believed to keep order in the moral domain without any help 
from God or without any interference from Him. 

I know of no Sanskrit expression of which the “Law of Karma” is an exact 
translation; the term “law” has been added in the English translation of the term 
“karma,” which in and of itself conveys the notion of lawfulness in the moral 
domain. In one of his early papers, Karl H. Potter (1964) referred to karma as a 
“naturalistic principle,” and explained which of the different meanings of the 
English word “law” were applicable in its context. In the context of the doctrine 
of karma, he explained, the term “law” does not imply either a prescriptive 
principle or a rule of conduct, nor does it mean an empirical generalization such as 
Newton’s law or Boyle’s law in the natural sciences. Potter (1964) points out, 
correctly in my opinion, that the Law of Karma is a principle like the “Law of 
Causation,” or better still a “hypothesis,” such as “every event has a cause.” 
Unlike an empirical hypothesis, which is in principle falsifiable, its “apparent 
falsifications are disallowed in principle” (p. 39). 

Contemporary psychology tends to favor a Newtonian conception of causal¬ 
ity and lawfulness as a matter of empirical generalization, rather than a Kantian 
notion of causality as an a priori principle. Newton’s laws lend themselves to 
empirical verification on the basis ofrepeatable observations; they are statable as 
universal generalizations to which exceptions are virtually nonexistent. Apples 
keep falling to the ground rather than flying in the air, and when claims suggestive 
of exceptions are made, such as Yogic claims about levitation, then an attempt is 
made to falsify the claim rather than question the principle. It is fairly safe to 
predict that the next apple that will ripen on the apple tree in my yard will 
necessarily fall to the ground as the hundreds I have seen, hundreds of thousands 
that others have seen, and the zillions that are presumed to have fallen throughout 
history, However, as Hume pointed out, empirical generalizations about natural 
phenomena such as falling apples cannot be guaranteed to perpetuate forever. 
Necessity, like the concept of causality itself, is not given in experience; it is added 
by the mind that expects that regularities observed in the past will persist in the 
future. Halbfass (1991) has pointed out that karma is a principle of causal explana¬ 
tion in the Kantian sense, i.e., as “Erklaren” or as “derivation from a principle 
which one must be able to comprehend and state clearly” (pp. 295-296). The 
notions such as “every action has its inevitable consequences,” or that “nobody 
suffers except for one’s own bad deeds” that are implicit in the Law ofKarma are 
clearly principles that help make sense of order in the moral domain, just as 
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principles of causality and necessity are principles that help make sense of the 
course of events in nature. 

Symbolic Worlds and the Is-OughtDistinction 

In Chapter 1, we briefly encountered Peter L. Berger’s concept of the sym¬ 
bolic worlds: the abstract cosmic conceptions of reality within which our social, 
religious, and scientific views of the world are ensconced. The Law of Karma is a 
crucial aspect ofthe symbolic world shared by a vast majority of Indians through¬ 
out the millennia. It attempts to cover everything everywhere and at all times: all 
kinds of events in the physical, biological, mental, and moral domains. In pre- 
Enlightenment Europe, God’s law was believed to apply to the natural as well as 
the moral spheres. Isaac Newton thought that he was discovering the laws that 
God had laid down for everything in Nature. Somewhere around the 17th through 
the 19th centuries, however, in the Western tradition, the domains ofthe natural and 
the supernatural, of science and theology, of facts and values, started to be sharply 
defined as separate. As noted, the Law ofKarma does not entail any supernatural - 
ism; indeed, it is a fiercely naturalistic principle that works without the interference 
of God. It is my impression that joining the natural and moral order into a single 
grand order militates against the worldview of science. The basic issue here is the 
distinction between the “is” and “ought,” fact and value. 

Ever since Hume (1739/1978,p. 469) made a clear-cut distinction between the 
domains ofthe “is” versus the “ought,” we have tended to make an equally sharp 
division between the descriptive and prescriptive laws. Philosophers may still 
dispute the exact nature, meaning, and legitimacy ofthe is-ought distinction, 23 but 
many of us take the division for granted. Seen from this post-Humean vantage 
point, the Indian conception ofkarma would seem to hopelessly mix the “is” with 
the “ought.” Trying to deduce conditions about how the world putatively is from 
how we think it ought to be constitutes, we are told, the naturalistic fallacy, which 
of course is a pitfall to be avoided at any cost. 

If the Law of Karma were to operate as it is supposed to, then life in some 
form must continue after death; as noted, rebirth is not just a corollary but a 
necessary corollary ofthe Law of Karma. But is there any evidence to support the 
belief in reincarnation? Over the past several years, Ian Stevenson (1975) has 
been searching for empirical evidence for reincarnation by investigating numerous 
reported cases of such. Regardless of the numerous methodological problems in 
collecting information and validating claims in such matters, there are two strikes 
against such an endeavor that tend to dismiss the whole idea. First, the very concept 
of reincarnation is an anathema in terms of the contemporary worldview of 
science, and on that basis the issue is a nonstarter. Second, the idea of doing 
research in such a field is taboo to the extent that, like people doing research in 
parapsychology, anyone doing research in this field is assigned to a position of an 
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outcast even beyond the fringe. Third, even if one were to set aside the taboos that 
tend to dismiss the very idea of reincarnation, the kind of information that one 
comes across in the putative cases of reincarnation as presented by Stevenson and 
other researchers in the field tends to be anecdotal and may not be admissible as 
evidence in accordance with contemporary scientific standards. But how about the 
question of evidence for the belief in reincarnation within the Indian tradition? 

Interestingly, so far 1 have not come across any discussion of evidence 
supporting the idea of reincarnation in either traditional or contemporary writings 
on the Law of Karma. Vyasa’s commentary on Patanjali’s aphorisms (2.12-14), 
which is one of the sources that offers detailed discussion of the concept of 
reincarnation, makes a tangential reference about the sources of evidence on such 
matters in his comments on the universal tendency to cling to life and the fear of 
death manifest among living beings. The fear of death, in particular, Vyasa (2.9) 
suggests, cannot be attributed to knowledge gained either through direct percep¬ 
tion (pmtvaksa), or inference (anumana), or the testimony of the scriptures 
(agama). The reasoning behind this suggestion should be clear. It makes no sense 
to imagine that a living being could have ever had the direct experience ofdying- 
unless he or she is assumed to have lived and died prior to being reborn. Of course 
it may be granted that one who has seen others dying could infer that she or he, too, 
will die one day, and view that as a fearful prospect. One could also say that those 
who believe in scriptures may understand what it means to die, since God or angels 
whose words appear in the Scriptures may be assumed to know the meaning of 
death. However, fear of death must be inborn rather than inferred or learned, for it 
is not simply grown-ups who have thought about the possibility of one’s own 
death, or learned persons who have read and believed in scriptures, who are afraid 
of death; even babies as well as lowly organisms seem to be afraid of dying. Thus, 
argues Vyasa, the only way to make sense of the universality of the fear of death is 
to grant that all organisms must have experienced death sometime before birth. As 
can be seen, this argument incidentally offers a typically deductive proof of the 
idea of reincarnation. Such discussion of the evidence supporting the idea of 
reincarnation is rare in the history oflndian thought. 24 Given that the major schools 
(and even their minor branches) have not only discussed the criteria of validation 
of knowledge claims, but have often engaged in fierce debates over the issue of 
evidence (pramana carca), how does one make sense ofthe lack of attention to the 
problem of evidence regarding reincarnation? My guess is that the belief in 
reincarnation has been a cardinal assumption ofthe Indian tradition; it is so central 
and so much taken for granted that even raising the issue of evidence probably 
seemed quite unthinkable. 

With this issue we come to the upper limit ofthe gulf between the traditional 
Indian and modem scientific worldviews. While the traditional Indian worldview 
tries to bring the “is” and the “ought” under a single mantle, the symbolic world 
of modem science insists on keeping them separate. In the Indian worldview the 
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assumption of ajust world as it “ought” to be is taken for granted, and elaborate 
conceptions of nature are fashioned to suit the just world hypothesis. In sharp 
contrast, in the worldview of science, attention is focused on describing how the 
world “is,” and issues ofhow things ought to be are often subordinated to the task 
of observation and analysis of facts. Yet, the advocates of applied science wish to 
use the knowledge of facts to bring the present state ofthe world closer to the way it 
“ought” to be. Psychologists committed to “science” not only try to avoid 
discussion of issues about values, ethics, and ideals, but also tend to marginalize 
the concepts ofpersonhood, agency, character, and so on. While the public at large 
continues to consider human beings as persons with rights and responsibilities, 
psychologists go about the business of studying human behavior as if the issues of 
rights and responsibilities did not even exist. As Rychlak and Rychlak (1990) have 
pointed out, while “[t]he Law presumes that human beings have free will ... many 
psychiatrists andpsychologists who act as expert witnesses ...have been trained to 
believe that human beings are without free will” (p. 3). They point out how, in 
regard to the issue ofinsanity defense where psychology’s interests intersect with 
those of law, there is a great disparity between the assumptions of psychologists 
and psychiatrists on the one hand and those of lawyers and judges on the other. 


Personhood, Agency, and Permanence 

Before closing this chapter on self-as-agent, it is necessary to consider some 
issues about agency in relation to person, self, and identity. First, it may be 
emphasized that, as noted by Charles Taylor (1985), personhood mainly implies 
agency; only a human being who is guided by a purpose and is able act inten¬ 
tionally can be held responsible for what he or she does. Following Harry 
Frankfurt’s (1971) seminal essay, Taylor notes that human beings arenotthe only 
ones to act purposefully or to make choices; animals too have the capacity to 
choose among alternatives. A rock lying at the bottom of the hill would be both 
unaware ofthe avalanche coming down the mountain and unable to move, but a 
fawn or a rabbit would not only recognize the danger from the falling debris but 
would most surely “choose” to move away from it. Even learning theorists during 
the heyday ofbehaviorism spoke ofthe rats in mazes making “choices,” although 
they were keen to avoid “anthropomorphism” of all sorts and would not touch the 
concept of free will with a ten-foot pole. Now even robots can be trusted to make a 
series of intelligent choices to help manufacture a car. According to Frankfurt, 
what makes human beings different from animals is not the ability to make choices 
or that they have desires, but the ability to choose among their choices and desires. 
Frankfurt uses the term “second-order desires” to refer to the relative evaluation 
of various types of desires that human beings often make. 

According to Taylor, these judgments are concerned with the qualitative 
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worth of different desires. Thus, I have a desire to lie down and take it easy this 
evening and also a desire to do some exercise to help keep myself fit. Surely I must 
weigh the two desires against each other, and the evaluation is clearly qualitative in 
nature, not quantitative. It is to indicate the qualitative distinction that ancient 
Greek philosophers distinguished between the pleasurable and the Good, and the 
Katha Upanisad (2.1 —2) makes a similar distinction between preyas and sreyas. In 
the Western tradition, Jeremy Bentham’s utilitarian conception of “hedonic cal¬ 
culus” (Bentham, 1780/1962) introduced the notion that desires can be distin¬ 
guished simply on a quantitative basis, and many psychologists, several behavior - 
ists among them, followed suit. The human ability tojudge the qualitative worth of 
varied desires is a precondition for membership in a civil community guided by an 
ethos. Inacommunity guided by an ethos, each individual’s actions mustbejudged 
in terms of the community’s shared values. Much of this is a matter of common 
sense; the reason why it needs to be spelled out and affirmed is that those who were 
trained in disciplines committed to the “Plastic Man” viewpoint seemed to simply 
ignore the obvious. 

If Brian Little is correct in saying that a conative revolution is underway in 
psychology, then the dominance of the Plastic Man model is receding and the 
concept of the Autonomous Man is back. If this is correct, then it is time for the 
return to psychological studies of concepts such as purpose and agency, as well as 
value as a principle guiding agentic action. As noted by Little, a person’s desires 
may be translated into a variety of “personal projects” or planned actions explic¬ 
itly or implicitly guided by values and qualitative distinctions among desires. 
Personal projects may be as trivial as feeding a cat, as short and simple as writing 
a note to mother, or as ambitious and long term as obtaining a PhD, winning a gold 
medal in the Olympics, or becoming a prime minister of a country. Some of the 
ambitious projects may symbolize a person’s desired “future selves,” as Hazel 
Markus calls them. The future selves reflect a person’s values, or Frankfurtian 
“second-order desires.” According to Taylor, our fundamental evaluations, or 
core values, define our identity. It is in this sense that Erikson views identity and 
ideology as two aspects ofthe same entity, namely the self-in-society. A person’s 
ideology, i.e., a set of relatively integrated core values, define a person; they 
involve principles that a person standsfor. Imagine a young nationalist who is 
willing to live or die for her country. She might be equally prepared to carry out a 
suicidal bomb attack on the country’s enemy, or to live a life dedicated to serve its 
poor. Or think of a scientist who dedicates decades of her or his life to exploring 
secrets ofthe galaxies or to finding a cure for cancer. Such persons are agentic in 
the fullest sense; they have defined what kind of a life is worth living, and they 
have chosen a personal project that is carried out over long periods of time. The 
purpose ofciting such examples is not to naively sing hymns ofpraise for idealism; 
it is to bring out the fuller implications of the agentic nature of human beings. 

Being agentic involves being persistent; one who desires to accomplish a 
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major personal project must strive to work at it until the goal is reached. Even a 
person who sets out to do something as simple as feeding the cat must look for the 
cat food in the container, scoop up a portion of the cat chow, put it in the dish, and 
perhaps even make a trip to the pet shop and fetch more supplies ifthe container is 
empty. In other words, even the simplest projects require us to undertake a series of 
meaningfully ordered steps over a period of time, and most of all, not to be 
distracted by anything else until the project is completed. Most people have the 
capacity to undertake and carry out projects that need persistence over fairly long 
periods of time. Obtaining an education, keeping ajob, and raising children are 
projects that most people undertake, and these take years to complete. During the 
period of completion of such projects a person must set a series of goals in 
sequential patterns that are too familiar to need description. Throughout the period 
ofcompletion of such personal projects, aperson must monitor success and failure, 
plan and execute tasks specific to one stage, complete and wind up the current 
stage, and then move on to the next stage or to the next project as relevant. Each 
individual must be a planner, manager, and executive of his or her personal 
projects. Understanding of and commitment to values are necessary to provide 
meaning, direction, organization, and stability to our long-term projects and to 
guide and sustain our efforts over the long haul. 

Again, all this is a matter ofcommon sense; we do not need a psychologist ora 
philosopher to tell us this. But sometimes it is necessary to remind ourselves ofthis 
commonsense understanding, because we tend to take it for granted and ignore 
some ofthe logical implications ofthe nature ofhuman agency. Note, for instance, 
some ofthe implications ofhuman agency that Husserl (1933/1977, pp. 66-67) 
points out. While it is true that our undertakings in life require value decisions and 
volitional commitments that persist over time, it is also true that we may get 
disillusioned about ourprojects, give up our deepest convictions we have sustained 
for decades, and even undo things accomplished after a lot of effort. We cannot 
only go ahead with a personal project, we can also turn back in reverse. It is this 
ability to radically change ourprojects as well as values that Husserl emphasized. 
Indeed, there are notable instances in history of radical reversal. Paul, who was 
once a zealous guardian ofthe Jewish faith and had set out to destroy Jesus and his 
“heresies,” experienced a radical conversion overnight. The conversion turned an 
archenemy of Jesus into his greatest disciple and defender. In our own times, 
Milovan Djilas (1973), a youthful Yugoslav revolutionary who became a high- 
ranking official ofthe Communist party, later became one ofthe party’s staunchest 
critics. The point to make is not that ideological conversions occur, but that while 
the self-as-agent must persist over long periods of time to undertake and complete 
some common personal projects, there must be something in the individual that 
would survive the making and unmaking ofthe longest andmost involved projects. 
Persons who undergo major conversions or even radical reversals have an unmis¬ 
takably selfsame “I” to fall back on. There must be in all persons an unchanging 
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Self that lies beyond the most fickle as well as the most stubborn and lasting self- 
as-agent. 


Notes 

1. For an account ofthe debate between B. F. Skinner and Carl Rogers, see Rogers and Skinner (1956) 
and Wann (1964). For a recent round of this debate (between W. Mischel and J. F. Rychlak), see 
Wandersman, Poppen, and Ricks (1976, pp. 119-170). 

2. For aconcise account of the historical conceptions of determinism, see R. Taylor (1967). A detailed 
analysis ofthe varied conceptions offreedom is given in Mortimore Adler’s (1958) Idea of freedom 
(2 vols.). Malcolm Westcott (1988) provides a comprehensive overview of various positions on the 
freedom-determinismissue in contemporary psychology. 

3. For various works of Aristotle, see The Works of Aristorle (Ross, 1952). 

4. In The Farther Reaches ofHuman Nature, while explaining the concept of “Being-Psychology” or 
the “Psychology of perfection,” Maslow (1971, p. 133) explicitly mentions Aristotle’s ideas of 
causality and cites the Aristotelian metaphor of an acorn growing into an oak as an instance of the 
process of “Becoming,” or self-actualization. 

5. For an English translation, see S. Radhakrishnam (1960/1968, pp. 363-365). 

6. Bacon (1860) repeats the same idea of “Nature to be commanded must be obeyed” at the beginning 
of his Novum Organum, aphorism III (Vol. 4, p. 47). 

7. The public nature of scientific inquiry is consistent with the view that it involves the social 
construction of reality. However, it is doubtful if Bacon held a social constructionist position. 

8. It is interesting that in launching such a strong attack against Aristotle’s teleology, Hobbes falls 
back on another principle that Aristotle himself had clearly stated, namely, that “nothing moves 
unless moved by something else.” Hobbes’s (165511839) own words echoing this Peripatetic 
principle are: “For as it is true, that nothing is moved by itself; so it is true also that nothing is 
moved but by that which is already moved” (p. 412). 

9. See Descartes (1641/191 l,p. 267). 

10. Descartes uses this metaphor in his Meditations on First Philosophy (1641/191 l,p. 192). 

11. For Descartes’s view ofthe role of animal spirits in mind-bodyinteraction, see his Passions ofthe 
Soul, particularly, Article XXXIV (164611911, Vol. 1, p. 347). 

12. I have elsewhere (in Paranjpe, 1983) discussed the similarities between the triune ontological 
categories of the Sarikhya system and the three “worlds” as construed by Karl Popper (Popper & 
Eccles, 1977). 

13. Kohlberg (1984) says the following: “My philosophic conception of moral judgment has been 
based on principles ofjustice and has depended upon the theories of Kant and of Rawls (1971) to 
justify the principles of the highest stages” (p. 401). 

14. I am deeply indebted to Professor Joseph Rychlak for the philosophical perspective on the 
historical analysis of Western ideas of causality and freedom presented in this chapter and for the 
valuable comments on an earlier draft. 

15. In this connection, Sankara’s words (1980, 1.1.2.2) are: 

kartumakartumanyatha va kartum sakyam laukikam vaidikam ca karma, yarthasvena gacchati, 
padbhyamanyatha va na va gacchatrti | 

16. In this connection, Sankara says (1980, 2.3.14.37): 

apicarthakriyayamapi riatyantamatmanah svatantryamasti desakalanimittavi^esapeksatvat | 
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17. This essay is a revised edition of Halbfass's earlier essay on the topic published in a book on karma 
edited by Wendy O’Flaherty (1980). 

18. Dasgupta (1924/1973) explains this meaning of the term asaya with the following expression in 
Sanskrit: “aserate samsarika purusha asmin niti asayah” (p. 103). He does not indicate its source. 
The use of the term purusha here is ambiguous, since in classical Sankhya as well as Yoga, it is not 
purusa, but the intellect (buddhi) that enjoys and suffers. 

19. This is a paraphrase of the following words in the Bhagavad-GTtd (18.14): 

ashisthanam tatha karta | karnam ca prthagvidham | 
vididhas ca prthak cesta | daivam caiva’tra pancamam || 

20. The words in the Bhagavad-Gita (3.27) are: 

prakrteh kriyamanani | gunaih karmani sarvasah | 
ahamkaravimudhatma | karta ’hamiti many ate || 

21. This is a paraphrase of the following words in the Bhagavad-GTfa (2.47): 

karmanyevadhikaraste | ma phalesu kadacana | 
ma karmaphalaheturbhur | ma te samgo’stvakarmani || 

22. The label neo-Buddhist (nava-bauddha) designates the more recent converts to Buddhism, 
primarily the followers of Dr. Ambedkar, as distinguished from the small minority of traditional 
Buddhists. 

23. For a collection of papers discussing the is-oughtquestion, see W. D. Hudson (1969). 

24. I am grateful to Professor Ashok Aklujkar for guiding me in the search for references in this matter. 
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Person, Self, Identity, 
and Consciousness 


In this last chapter, I wish to bring together some of the distinctive features of 
traditional Indian and Western views of person, self, and identity. The general 
thrust of my discussion will be to see how far their perspectives converge or 
diverge, how far their strengths complement one another, and whether horizons 
could expand via possible integration of their strong points. To help bring the 
issues into focus, I intend to discuss a few points again, at the risk of repetition. 

Psychology is said to be the study of the experience and behavior of individ¬ 
uals. Regardless of the relative difference in the emphasis on rights versus duties, 
the idea of persons as individuals with rights and duties has been common to both 
Indian and Western traditions for centuries. To be held responsible, a person must 
have the capacity to know the rules of conduct in a given context, must be able to 
feel pleasure and pain, and should be able to choose among alternative courses of 
action. This implies the need for the capacities of cognition, affect, and conation. 
Since the European Enlightenment, this trilogy has provided the basic framework 
for the development of modem psychology. This view of the mind very closely 
corresponds with the traditional Indian view of a person as a knower, enjoyer- 
sufferer, and agent. This close similarity between Indian and Western concepts of 
personhood provides a solid basis for convergence of perspectives. It is difficult 
to say whether this similarity is traceable to the common roots of Indo-European 
languages, and it is for future research to explore the extent of its cross-cultural 
commonality. 

There is great diversity in the ways in which the self has been conceptual - 
ized in Indian, as well as in Western, thought. Regardless of such diversity, it 
makes sense to assume that individuals in any society develop a variety ofconcepts 
ofwho they are, and that such concepts evolve under thejoint impact ofthe bodily 
changes typical ofthe human life cycle on the “inside” and the historical changes 
in the society on the “outside.” The need to develop and maintain a sense of unity 
and sameness in the face ofdiversity and changes in one’s concepts of oneself can 
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be safely assumed to be common to human beings across cultures. Erikson’s view 
ofthe sense ofidentity as an evolving configuration ofroles and his analysis ofthe 
commonly experienced challenges, tribulations, and ways of coping hold great 
promise for universal applicability. The issue of how to account for unity and 
selfsameness in persons is a crucial issue that has received close attention from 
some ofthe greatest thinkers ofboth the Indian and Western traditions. It is in the 
context of this problem that the distinction between self-as-subject and self-as- 
object stands out as being not only common to both traditions, but also as a pos¬ 
sible basis of convergence of perspectives. 

In regard to the concept ofidentity, it is important to distinguish between two 
different meanings ofthis term: First there is the concept ofidentity as a matter of 
identification with something or other-with possessions, beliefs, ideology, social 
roles and relationships, or many other things. The common problem with multiple 
identifications is the danger of getting split by inner conflicts and outer pulls. Most 
people are able to maintain a sense of unity and sameness in the face of diversity 
and change; cases of multiple personality are relatively rare. Although the more 
cherished identifications provide inner organization and stability through long 
periods of change, the bonds of identification tend to loosen at times, are open to 
involuntary and voluntary change, and may even reverse, as in the case of ideo¬ 
logical conversions. In principle, the strongest ofidentifications do not account for 
numerical identity in persons (i.e., the fact that we experience being one and the 
same person despite being identified with many different things at different times). 
The second meaning ofidentity is the principle of selfsameness: that which does 
not change under any circumstances or at any time. Accounting for the principle of 
numerical identity has been a difficult problem to which radically different solu¬ 
tions have been suggested in both traditions. The differing solutions are based on 
different ontological, epistemological, and axiological grounds, particularly on the 
differing values placed on sameness versus change. Being versus Becoming. 
These issues need to be looked at once again in the light of major similarities and 
differences in Indian and Western perspectives. 


Two Views 

Self, Consciousness, and the Trilogy of Mind 

To say that personhood requires the capacity for cognition, affect, and 
conation is to say that consciousness is the fundamental prerequisite of person- 
hood. Thinking, feeling, and willing have together been supposed to constitute the 
mind-or at least the core of it- and this, in turn, has usually been equated with 
consciousness. The Sanskrit term aYis aclose equivalent ofmind or consciousness 
understood in this sense. Assuming that thinking, feeling, and willing are inex- 
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tricably interrelated processes, we obtain the notion of a seamless continuum of 
psychological events. Within the conceptual framework ofthis trilogy ofthe mind, 
we can take each aspect separately and examine whether the self-as-knower, 
enjoyer-sufferer,or agent can account for the sameness in persons. 

A perpetually changing environment- physical as well as social- demands 
an ongoing process of cognitive reconstruction of the nature of the world and of 
one’s place within it. The ways and means required for the acquisition ofknowl- 
edge change continually through cognitive accommodation within individuals and 
through new theories and methods in science. Even if we grant that the continual 
refinement in ways of knowing and knowledge produced through their means 
imply progress, perfect knowledge of all aspects of everything to be known is a 
dream, at least for now, and may remain so possibly forever. Insofar as ways and 
means ofknowing can be said to constitute the self-as-knower, it cannot provide a 
firm basis for selfsameness in persons. 

With appropriate changes, the same kind of considerations apply in regard to 
the self-as-enjoyer-sufferer.Changes within and around the individual are bound 
to bring about changes in the enjoyer-sufferer.Freud’s notion ofthe erogenous 
zones encapsulates some of the common “inner” changes that shift the growing 
individual's typical ways of enjoying. While the body may acquire or lose painful 
allergies, we also learn and unlearn new tastes, whether it is a taste for wine or 
poetry. There are of course external conditions that force what and how much we 
might enjoy or suffer: cycles ofrain and drought, economic cycles, or gain and loss 
that make a person happy or sad. Changed appraisal ofthe same object in light of 
changed values means changes in the self-as-enjoyer-suffereritself; things that 
once brought immense joy could later be a bane in the event of renewed under¬ 
standing to the relevant objects. Changes in the self-as-enjoyer-suffererare part of 
the normal course oflife; what we love in youth we often want to avoid in later life. 
Indeed, in some ways, the goal of therapy for a patient, as well as that of 
“correction” in a convict, is to bring about a radical change in what he or she finds 
enjoyable or hateful. The same is generally true in spiritual self-development; 
radical changes in the spiritual aspirant as sufferer-enjoyeiare deemed necessary 
and possible. Turning now to the self-as-agent, we recognize it as having to be 
equally open to change. Projects once undertaken must be monitored in light of 
changing circumstances and must occasionally be redirected, abandoned, substi¬ 
tuted, or even reversed in the light of changing circumstances. Flexibility is indeed 
key to meaningful action and successful agency. 

While knowing, enjoying, and acting demand continual changes, they also 
require stability. A fickle agent would be unable to take any project to completion; 
as Kant’s impeccable arguments conclusively demonstrated, the self-as-knower 
must be assumed to persist over time, since a succession of several different 
knowers during the process ofknowing could not unite a multitude of experiences 
and ideas and make sense of them together. As well, the concept ofjustice im- 
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plies that the agent of good and bad actions must be the same as the enjoyer and 
sufferer of the respective consequences. Thus, being a person requires both 
persisting over a period of time and changing appropriately in changing circum¬ 
stances. This challenge ofhaving to account for both change and sameness applies 
equally to consciousness, the medium in which cognition, affect, and volition are 
combined together. 

Thinking, feeling, and willing are rightly conceived of as processes of 
consciousness, thus recognizing their changing character. That our thoughts are in 
a constant state of flux is recognized by thinkers as widely separated in history and 
geography as Patanjali, Vyasa Hume, James, and Sartre. This is hardly surprising, 
for the flowing character is ostensibly an unmistakable universal feature ofhuman 
experience in the wakeful state. Humans, like creatures of many other species, go 
through a circadian cycle of wakefulness and sleep, while most experience occa¬ 
sional dream states as well. While this cyclical nature indicates the changing nature 
of consciousness, the sense of continued existence across daily cycles of wakeful¬ 
ness and sleep is also an equally common feature ofhuman experience. We do not 
need William James’s insights to remind us that Paul wakes up every morning as 
Paul, and not as Peter. Except for the rare cases of amnesic fugue and multiple 
personality, most people have the experience of being one and the same person 
through daily cycles of wakefulness and sleep week after week, decade after 
decade. It is not a great achievement on the part of the Upanisadic seers to have 
recognized the cyclical nature of the wakeful, sleep, and dream states. But the 
discovery of the fourth state of consciousness (which is uncharacterized by 
intentionality or subject-objectsplit typical of wakeful and dream states) and the 
conceptualization of the Self as the unchanging witness of the four states of 
consciousness, deserve to be recognized as great contributions of the Upanisadic 
sages. It is the fourth state that offers, they claim, a direct experience of an 
undivided, nondual, and unchanging Self, which they called the Atman-Brahman. 

Following the concept of cognition, affect, and conation as the three basic 
aspects of consciousness, I have tried to explain the systematic methods for the 
realization of the Self as developed in the traditions of the paths of knowledge 
(jnana), contemplation (dhyana), devotion (bhakti), and nonattached action (nis 
Kama karma). The basic program proposed by the path ofknowledge is relentless 
critical self-examination with the guiding principle of rejecting anything open to 
change as the nonself. With the help of deep study of the basic principles of 
Advaita Vedanta, and after dispelling objections and doubts, one is said to be able 
to “see through” all ongoing thoughts as but provisional states ofknowing, so as to 
reveal the Self in the experience ofthe fourth state ofconsciousness. In the path of 
contemplation as explained inPatanjali’s Yoga aphorisms, the conduct ofdaily life 
is disciplined, one cultivates affective neutrality, learns to calm the mind by 
concentration, and deliberately retards the flow of thoughts until the stream of 
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consciousness comes to a stand still. With this attained, the meditator is said to 
be able to draw attention away from the objects of consciousness to the center of 
awareness so as to discover the unchanging nature of the self-as-subject. This 
strategy is said to help one experience a state of consciousness not much different 
from the fourth state described in the Upanisads and the Advaita Vedanta. 

While inPatanjali’s Yoga emotions are deliberately subdued and attention is 
drawn inward until one reaches the center of awareness, the path of devotion 
recommends the cultivation ofintense feelings for a deity ofthe devotee’s choice. 
In this approach, affect normally invested in the ego is transposed onto an all- 
pervasive God so that the devotee’s sense of individuality is said to get dissolved 
like a doll made of salt immersed in water. Notwithstanding this interesting 
contrast between the paths of Yoga and devotion, they reach destinations that are 
quite alike; both help counter egoism. Also, while the Advaita Vedantist seems to 
discover bliss at the center of subjective experience that quickly fills the entire 
space, the devotee is said to find love invested in the deity to manifest itself 
everywhere. The experience ofthe endless love ofthe “divine” is often as highly 
valued as that of the experience of the altered states of consciousness called 
samadhi in Advaita Vedanta and Yoga. The development of a variety of methods 
for the attainment of the altered states of consciousness and the attendant self¬ 
transformation is clearly a specialty of the many distinct spiritual traditions of 
the East in general and of India in particular. The various schools of Indian 
philosophy have developed alternative conceptual frameworks with sophisticated 
theories of reality, knowledge, and values. 

Notwithstanding the irreconcilable doctrinal differences among these schools 
of philosophy and in their prescriptions for spiritual development, in some ways 
they are very similar. First, despite their relative emphasis on one or another aspect 
of the trilogy of mind, many, although not all, schools recognize a state of con¬ 
sciousness beyond cognition, affect, and conation. Second, although most schools 
are individualistic in the sense of emphasizing self-transformation through indi¬ 
vidual effort rather than reaching utopian goals through collective action, they 
nevertheless promise and cherish transpersonal goals such as compassion for all 
creatures rather than the pursuit of self-aggrandizement. Third, most of these 
schools point to the principle of unity in diversity and of sameness in change that is 
attained not through reason, but through some nonrational means, such as contem¬ 
plation or devotion. This is true even of the Advaita Vedanta school, which 
suggests the use of critical thinking and dialectical reasoning to reach out to 
something beyond reason. Indeed, emphasis on something beyond reason is a 
common feature that sets many Eastern approaches to the study of persons apart 
and distinguishes them from most Western approaches. In the next section of 
this chapter, I will try to present Plato’s view of reality and compare and contrast 
it with that of the Advaita Vedanta in an attempt to point out some deep similar- 
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ities, differences, and complementarities between prominent Indian and Western 
worldviews. The focus here will be on views of knowledge in general and self- 
knowledge in particular. 

Levels of Reality in Plato and in Advaita vedanta 

Figure 7.1 represents Plato’s well-known view ofthe four stages ofcognition 
and the corresponding levels of reality. The aspects of this approach most relevant 
to the present topic are as follows: First, Plato provides a perspective on levels of 
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FIGURE 7.1. Plato’s line dividing the world of visible objects from that of intelligible forms. Adapted 
from Plato (1941, p. 217). 
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reality and suggests ways of knowing them by means of various processes of 
consciousness. Elsewhere inth e Republic (1941, p. 249), Plato assigns the lower 
levels of reality to the zone of Becoming, while placing the world of Forms in the 
higher levels to the sphere ofBeing. For Plato, the Forms were essences ofthings, 
which account for the unity underlying the multiplicity of similar phenomena: the 
essential “catness” of all the varieties of cats, the triangularity of all triangular 
objects and figures, and the Beauty ofall beautiful things, and ultimately the Good 
in the entire universe. Plato conceived of a hierarchy of increasingly abstract, 
general, and universal Forms, which he viewed as imperishable and “real,” i.e., 
belonging to a mind-independent reality. The multiple of objects accessible to the 
imagination and the senses were placed in the impermanent and less real world of 
Becoming and all the intelligible Forms in the category ofBeing. The implication 
of this view to the problem of identity should be clear. It is through thinking or 
reason that one reaches out to the unity in multiplicity, universal behind the 
particular (the Jamesian Self of selves), and thus to the principle of sameness 
underlying the interminable changes in the person. 

Plato’s concept of Forms and his concept of the “real” are highly complex 
and have generated much discussion throughout the history of Western thought, 
beginning with Aristotle’s disagreement with Plato’s sharp division between the 
Forms and the objects, between the abstract ideals and the concrete particulars. But 
the issue that I wish to raise is not the theory of Forms per se, nor the highly 
controversial issue of the nature ofuniversals.’ It is that Plato initiated the notion 
that it is through reason that we can discover the principle ofunity in diversity and 
of sameness in change. It is my observation that, in the Western tradition, by and 
large, this Platonic strategy has been the most dominant strategy in dealing with the 
problem of identity for millennia. Let us take a look at the strategies of some of 
the staunchest defenders of the concept of an enduring self in the intellectual 
history of Europe. 

During the medieval and Renaissance periods, when St. Augustine and 
Descartes affirmed the existence of a putative soul that continues throughout life 
and beyond, they basically pointed out the absurdity ofdenying the existence ofthe 
one who might be deceived, or of the one who thinks. During the Age of 
Enlightenment, when Hume questioned the sameness of the self since it was not 
given in experience, Butler and Kant defended the principle of selfsameness on 
rational grounds. Thus, while Butler argued that selfsameness of the one who 
remembers the past must be presumed in the concept ofmemory, Kant argued that 
unless we grant the continued existence of self-as-knower, we deny the very possi¬ 
bility of knowledge, which is absurd. In the 20th century, Wittgenstein echoed 
Butler’s position in suggesting that the language games we use in speaking ofthe 
person or the self are based on the presumption of the continued existence 
ofentities we represent by those terms. In all these instances, the primary basis for 
affirming the continued existence ofthe selfis the use ofreason orthinking, which 
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is the classical Platonic strategy. Kant also follows Plato’s footsteps in distinguish - 
ing between higher and lower levels ofreality, the noumenal and the phenomenal, 
but recognizes the limitations of reason in directly accessing noumenal entities 
such as the Pure Ego. This is like Plato’s metaphor ofthe Sun, the Truth incarnate, 
which he thought was so bright as to blind those who dared to use reason and peep 
out of the dark caves of their mundane existence. 

Returning now to the Platonic scheme represented in Fig. 7.1, we may note 
that it suggests connections between different levels of reality and its knowledge 
by means of specific “states of mind.” Although this scheme has been affirmed, 
elaborated, modified, and criticized in many different ways over the centuries, it 
has nevertheless provided a basic framework for understanding the role of the 
states or processes of consciousness in attaining knowledge in general, and self- 
knowledge in particular. In Plato’s scheme, various “states of mind” are means 
leading to “lower” as well as “higher” forms of knowledge. Granting that 
translations from Greek to English and from philosophical language into the idiom 
of contemporary psychology are problematic, let me attempt to explain what is 
involved in Plato’s concept ofthe “states of mind.” In my view, they involve a 
variety of sensory and cognitive processes. First, what Plato calls “Belief’ 
(quadrant B in Fig. 7.1) involves seeing, hearing, and other sensory processes on 
the basis of which we believe in the existence of objects in the physical world. 
Next, “conjecture” (quadrant A) can be understood to mean cognitive construc¬ 
tion involved in setting up hypotheses; “thinking” (C) involves deductive reason¬ 
ing as used in mathematics; and Plato’s reference to engaging in dialogues in 
attaining “knowledge” (D) suggests cognitive processes involved in oppositional 
(or “dialectical”) thinking necessary for discriminating between permanent 
versus impermanent, good versus bad. Together, I would submit, Plato’s view 
suggests a variety of sensory and cognitive processes as means to knowledge at 
any and all levels. 

This is not much different from the idea of “experience” and “reason” as two 
sources ofknowledge, an idea that has persisted in the West for the past several 
centuries. These two sources imply sensory and cognitive processes, which is the 
traditional domain of psychological studies. It is further implied that the wakeful 
state of consciousness in which these processes occur provides the only window 
on the world available to us. The use ofthe interpretation of dreams in psycho¬ 
analytical studies of repressed desires and conflicts is a rare exception to this 
implicit but common assumption. There is little use in the Western tradition for 
other states ofconsciousness. Plotinus, who spoke ofthe One as the single ultimate 
principle ofthe universe almost the same way as the Upanisads spoke ofBrahman, 
apprehended it in some altered state ofconsciousness as indicated by his disciple’s 
account ofhis extraordinary experiences. Although the contemplative tradition of 
neo-Platonism still survives in Europe, it is marginalized and has little if any 
impact on the mainstream ofWestern thought. The psychologists William James 
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and Abraham Maslow recognized the “noetic” or illuminating as well as redeem¬ 
ing qualities of extraordinary states of consciousness. However, by and large, 
response to such claims in contemporary psychology is often hostile and weak at 
its best. 

This is precisely where the Indian tradition is radically different. In Yoga 
and Vedanta as well as in most schools ofBuddhist thought in India and elsewhere 
in Asia, the attainment of higher states of consciousness is a matter of great 
importance, and evidence obtained in such states is considered crucial. In Zen 
Buddhism, for instance, the nature and significance of the experience of satori is 
similar to that of samadhi in Yoga. In several systems of Asian thought, the 
experience of such states is particularly critical in understanding the nature of self 
and self-transformation regardless of their differing positions on many issues. 
In the balance of this chapter, I wish to summarize some of the key features of the 
Advaita Vedantic views of person, self, and identity with an emphasis on the vali¬ 
dation and valuation of the experience of the Self that is said to occur in the fourth 
state of consciousness. In this context, the Advaita Vedantic view may be sche¬ 
matically presented in Fig. 7.2. 

The larger ellipse in Fig. 7.2 schematically represents the Advaita Vedantic 



FIGURE 7.2. A schematic diagram representing the Advaita Vedantic view of the person and the 
levels of reality. 
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view of the person as aknower, enjoyer-sufferer, and agent. The dotted line of 
the larger ellipse suggests the open and flexible “boundaries” of a person’s 
individuality, and the three overlapping medium-sized ellipses within indicate the 
mutually intertwined psychological processes ofcognition, emotion, and volition. 
The smaller inner ellipse represents the “ego” with its sense of Me and Mine 
(ahamkara) and the attendant sense of ownership of one’s beliefs, emotions, and 
actions. The dotted horizontal straight line suggests the conceptual separation 
between the transcendental (para) and practical (vyavaharika, apara) levels of 
reality (satta). The person obviously belongs to the practical/empirical domain 
knowable through sensory experience andreason. In this schematic representation, 
the “I” could be viewed as being “located” at a person’s center of experience, 
grounded in the transcendental domain ofBeing on the “inner” side and accessing 
countless intentional objects in the world ofBecoming on the “outer.” As long as 
the person remains attached to various intentional objects by way of knowing, 
feeling, and acting, the “I” understands the world through the filters of the 
cognitive system available at that time. In this mode, the “I” identifies itself with 
an evolving configuration of a multitude of Jamesian selves. If and when one 
loosens the ties of identification with various intentional objects and sees through 
the set of filters by means of listening, contemplation, and other such methods of 
“meditation,” one no longer remains stuck with the multiple selves and their 
changing fortunes. The cultivation of a sense of detachment (vaimgya) allows a 
person to experience him- or herself as an uninvolved witness unaffected by the 
trials and tribulations of daily life, like the proverbial lotus leaf untouched by the 
surrounding water and muck. When one becomes firmly anchored in the witness¬ 
ing mode, attention can be withdrawn completely from the plethora of intentional 
objects, the intentional stance (bahih prajna) can be dispensed with, and the 
subject-object distinction typical of the wakeful and dream states of conscious¬ 
ness drops off. At that point, one experiences an altered state of consciousness 
(nirvikalpa samadhi) devoid of the subject-object split. In this experience, the 
Self experiences itself as simply existing or Being; that one always is. 

This schematic outline of the Advaita Vedantic approach indicates some 
similarities with the Platonic approach shown in Fig. 7.1. The two are alike in 
delineating lower and higher levels of reality; both place Being at a higher level 
ofreality and value it over Becoming, and both suggest ways ofreaching out to the 
higher level of reality by the use of dialogical thinking. However, the main 
difference between the two approaches is that in the Advaita Vedanta the attain¬ 
ment of “wisdom” through the study of texts and their dialogical arguments is 
not considered to be adequate. A follower of the Advaitic approach is expected to 
be able to attain self-realization via the experience ofthe fourth state of conscious¬ 
ness. The Kantian worldview also suggests a distinction between lower (phenome- 
nal) and higher (transcendental) levels ofreality somewhat similar to the Advaita 
Vedantic approach. However, Kant merely points at the Pure Ego at the noumenal 
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level by means ofastute arguments and denies direct access to it. As William James 
noted in his critique of the Kantian position, the Pure Ego is merely a matter of 
postulation; it could neither be verified nor found to be useful in any way. By 
contrast, the Advaita Vedanta approach not only claims the possibility of directly 
experiencing the Self, but also explains how such claims can be verified and what 
beneficial consequences follow from such experience. 


The Validation and Valuation of the Experience of the Self 

The issues of validation and valuation belong to the fields ofknowledge and 
values, which brings us back to epistemology and axiology. Issues ofepistemology 
are often intricately connected with ontological presuppositions. In an earlier 
publication (Paranjpe, 1984), I have discussed in detail approaches to conscious - 
ness of major schools of Western psychology and Indian thought. 2 Since 1 have 
compared in that context the ontological presuppositions, investigative strategies, 
epistemological doctrines, and values that shape their approaches to conscious - 
ness, 1 shall not repeat the discussion here. 1 shall only briefly go over some of 
the epistemological and axiological considerations that are connected directly with 
the validation and valuation of the experience of Self. I shall avoid discussion of 
differing ontological doctrines, since at least in Indian though views on validation 
ofknowledge of higher states of consciousness closely parallel each other even 
among schools that uphold radically different and irreconcilable ontological doc¬ 
trines. For instance, as we shall soon see, Advaita Vedanta and Yoga adopt closely 
compatible views on the validation of the highest state of samadhi although the 
strictly nondualist ontology of the former could never be reconciled with the 
latter’s strongly dualist position. Moreover, as we saw earlier, rival schools of 
Advaita Vedanta also radically differ on the issue ofrealism versus idealism, and 
yet their approaches depend heavily on the evidence of the samadhi state. Let me 
therefore set aside ontological matters and turn to epistemological issues of 
verifiability andfalsifiability. 

Let us first consider Patanjali’s Yoga system, which squarely addresses the 
issue of verifiability. In his commentary on Patanjali’s aphorisms, Vyasa (3.6) 
clarifies that Yoga can be known only by doing Yoga. 3 What this means is that 
samadhi states can be directly experienced by any interested persons if they fol¬ 
low the procedures that are clearly spelled out (Paranjpe, 1984, pp. 207-210).In 
other words, any doubts regarding Yogic claims about the nature of samadhi states 
can be tested if one is ready to follow a specific set ofprocedures. The Yogic claim 
relevant to the identity issue is that, when the stream of consciousness (cittanadi) 
is brought to a standstill by means ofconcentrative meditation, the Self stays in its 
own (unchanging) state, thereby directly experiencing that which accounts for 
selfsameness within us. This Yogic approach to validation of its claims by repeat¬ 
ing a set procedure has an uncanny concordance with the concepts of testability 
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and confirmability ofpropositions and of replicability ofresults, which have been 
extensively discussed in the history ofthe philosophy ofscience. Foraproposition 
to be testable, its concepts and principles must be clearly stated, the conditions 
under which the putative results are obtainable must be specified, and the proce¬ 
dures leading to those conditions must be clearly laid out and in principle be 
repeatable. The principles of Yoga are clearly stated in texts that are widely 
available around the world, the preparations and procedures leading to the scimadhi 
states have been clearly spelled out, and they can be followed by anyone who is 
interested and has acquired the stated prerequisites. Adequate preparation, includ¬ 
ing training in the discipline as well as acquisition ofappropriate skills, is ofcourse 
a necessary part in the discovery and validation of knowledge in any field. 

Like the Yogis, the Advaita Vedantists, too, rely on the experience of the 
samadhi state in support oftheir claim that the self-as-subject, or Atman, accounts 
for the principle of selfsameness in persons. However, in contrast to the Yogis, the 
Advaita Vedantists rely more on the principle of falsifiability than verifiability. 
As noted in Chapter 3, Advaita Vedantists view knowledge as cognition that is not- 
yet-falsified, highlighting the provisional nature of all empirical knowledge, which 
is said to be always open to falsification. Indeed, the Advaita Vedantist emphasis 
on unfalsified cognition strikes a deep chord with Popper’s views of falsification, 
and the nature and limits ofthe similarity between the two merits serious discus¬ 
sion. However, space does not permit a detailed discussion here of this issue in 
the light ofthe varieties offalsificationism suggested in contemporary philosophy 
ofscience (e.g., Lakatos, 1970 ). While recognizing the deep similarity between the 
Popperian spirit of open conjectures and rigorous refutation on the one hand and 
the Advaita Vedantist invitation to test every belief against all possible doubts and 
antitheses on the other, some obvious differences between them may be noted. 
First, the primary context of Popperian falsification is the natural and social 
sciences, and much ofthe recent debate is concerned with ensuring the progress of 
science. By contrast, the primary context ofYoga and Vedanta is self-knowledge, 
and its basic concern is personal edification. Second, while in contemporary 
natural and social sciences there is an unwritten demand for publicly accessible 
data, the experiences on which propositions concerning the nature ofthe self are 
based are not publicly accessible. 

Empirical verification of any sort has to ultimately depend on the experience 
ofthe person who desires it, and nobody’s experience is directly accessible to 
anybody else. Scientists circumvent the problem of privacy by restricting their 
subject matter to objects and events that are equally open for anybody to see, touch, 
or smell, such as a red precipitate in a test tube, or the position of a needle on a 
properly connected electrical meter. Such restriction poses no problems for the 
natural sciences since their chosen subject matter excludes such things as selfhood 
and consciousness. To exclude such things from psychology is to throw away the 
baby with the bath water as the behaviorists did. Psychologists who dare to concern 
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themselves with issues such as pain, which are in the domain of consciousness 
inaccessible to public scrutiny, must deal with epistemological problems ofexperi- 
ential verification. In regard to such private states as pain, as noted before, in my 
view the philosopher Kurt Baier (1962) was right in granting the person whose 
private state it is the final epistemological authority. For, to put it in commonsense 
terms, only the wearer knows where the shoe pinches and whether or not it 
is painful. Such authority of course presumes that the person claiming to say that 
“I have a shooting pain in my groin” understands what is talked about and shares 
consensual meanings of such descriptors with interlocutors in an atmosphere 
of mutuality and trust. Neither a child who has yet to learn to discriminate between 
a headache and a heartburn nor a malingering worker trying to obtain worker’s 
compensation may be granted epistemic authority over their statements of pain. 
Assuming that a trustworthy adult is speaking of pain in a “phantom limb” (in 
an amputated arm that no longer exists, for instance), the report of pain is 
not falsifiable. As noted by Hebb (1960) and other psychologists, one can experi¬ 
ence a real pain in a phantom limb. In the Indian tradition, accounts ofexperiences 
of states such as samadhi have been accepted as reliable testimony from highly 
trustworthy persons whose motives are beyond reproach and whose words are 
more acceptable than those of honest patients complaining of pain in a phantom 
limb. 

The Advaita Vedantic accounts of the nature of virvikcdpa samadhi, like the 
Yogic descriptions of the nature of the asamprajhata sama dhi, are not falsifiable 
in two different ways. First, both states are said to belong to the “no-thought zone” 
of consciousness in that the former lacks the intentional mode needed for and 
implicit in speech and in the latter mind is said to be stilled and emptied of 
thoughts. As such, these states are beyond verbal description, and as such are 
sometimes considered “mystical” states. It makes sense that William James 
considered such states “ineffable,” echoing the Upanisadic expression “neti, 
neti ” or “not so, not so.” In such states the Self, or the experiencing self-as- 
subject, simply is; describing it in statements such as “1 am so and so, or in such a 
state” is impossible and meaningless. And obviously if something cannot be stated 
in a prepositional form, it cannot be refuted. Second, such samadhi states are 
beyond the range of falsification in the sense that they can be experienced only 
after cognitive processes such as observation and argumentation, which are neces¬ 
sarily involved in trying to falsify anything, have come to a stop. Insofar as the 
Popperian criterion of science insists on having to deal with theories that are in 
principle falsifiable, the states of samadhi are beyond the scope of Popperian 
science. 

Indeed, self-knowledge in this Upanisadic sense is an oxymoron, since the 
distinction between the knower and the known implicit in the common concept of 
knowing is said to be absent in the fourth state of consciousness. For someone 
experiencing the fourth state, there is no longer any need for, orrelevance of, either 
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a speaker trying to convince someone or a listener who either might support or 
refute the speaker’s statements. The absence of speaker and listener is meant not 
only in the sense of two separate embodied humans, but also in the sense of two 
inner voices addressing each other in silent conversation, like a Meadian self or 
“I” speaking to a “generalized other.” It is important to note in this regard that in 
the Indian tradition, a distinction is made between two fundamentally different 
types of “knowledge”: vrtti jnana, meaning knowledge that is embedded in 
the cognitive states, and svarupa jnana , which implies knowledge of the Self that 
lies beyond the cognitive states. 4 This latter concept of knowledge may not be 
absent from the Western tradition, but it certainly is not common in contemporary 
psychology or philosophy of science. 

As noted in Chapter 1, in contemporary discourse in the philosophy of 
science, following Sellars (1963), a distinction is sometimes made between 
“knowing that ” and “knowing how. ” Knowing that something is so, such as “I 
own this house,” may be either true or false and is open to falsification. But in 
several matters of knowing how, such as knowing how to swim, putting the 
knowledge to use is more important than deciding its truth or falsity. In other 
words, utility is an important criterion forjudging knowledge claims. A solution to 
a problem that brings results is a good solution; I have heard a psychologist 
expressing it in terms of “engineering validity.” William James was disappointed 
with Kant’s notion of the transcendental Ego, not simply because he found it 
unverifiable, but mainly because he thought its postulation was useless. He called it 
a “nothing ... an ineffectual and windy ... abortion” (James, 1890/1983, p. 345). 
The emphasis on effectiveness implicit in this remark is suggestive of James’s 
pragmatism. Turning now to the Indian side, we may note that the notion of 
transcendental Self in Yoga and Advaita Vedanta is not only verifiable as noted 
above, it is also effective; effective, that is, in bringing about a major transforma - 
tion in the individual who discovers it. What is the nature of such a transformation, 
and why should a discovery of the principle of selfsameness lead to it? 

To repeat the answer suggested before, the discovery of the Self in the 
samadhi state is expected to result in the experience ofinner peace and tranquillity 
by the person after returning to ordinary states of consciousness. This is because, 
having realized that the “I” is the indescribable Atman-Brahman, which implies 
everything that ever was, is, and will be, one is no longer lured by commonly 
coveted possible selves nor afraid of becoming some fearful possible self in the 
future. Such overcoming of covetousness and fear dispenses with a fragile and 
vainglorious ego, which in turn manifests in unselfish and compassionate behavior. 
This should explain why the Indian tradition as reflected in the Bhagavad-GTta 
portrays self-realized persons as saintly in their behavior. Such behavior is an 
observable aftereffect ofthe experience ofthe Self. Indeed, self-proclaimed claims 
to self-realization are routinely shunned in the Indian cultural tradition and saintly 
manifestations of boundless compassion are often viewed as proof of self- 
realization. 
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Being unselfish and having genuine compassion for all humans are charac¬ 
teristics valued everywhere. There is nothing strange if a self-realized Advaita 
Vedantist is as much interested in human welfare as a Baconian scientist is 
dedicated to the “improvement of the estate of man [sic], ” What is ironic is that 
while in Buddhism the discovery ofno-self is said to lead to unlimited compassion 
(karuna), in Advaita Vedanta the same is said to follow from the conviction that 
there is nothing more real than the Self. As noted in Chapter 2, the apparent 
contradiction in the Advaitic and Buddhist positions arises partly from differences 
in what they mean by the selfwhich they affirm or deny. As we shall presently see, 
the differences could partly be understood in terms of the differences in their 
relative valuation of sameness versus change, Being versus Becoming. 

The Relative Valuation of Being and Becoming 

Since the time ofBuddha and Heraclitus there are some who value Becoming 
over Being, and there are others like the Upanisadic seers and Parmenides who 
place Being at a level higher than Becoming. Such relative preferences continue 
generation after generation, as they did with Plato and Aristotle, Kant and Hume. 
To some extent, the differences in perspective are similar to saying that a cup is 
half empty or half full; while both accounts are correct, some prefer to look at one 
half more than the other. There are of course still others who see the glass both full 
and empty at the same time. Thus, in psychology, there are several perspectives 
that recognize the changing as well as the relatively fixed or stable aspects of 
behavior, although there might be relative emphasis on either side. The behaviorist 
approach, for instance, seemed to generally favor change over stability in that the 
processes of learning and plasticity of behavior were emphasized and concepts 
such as traits suggesting stable or invariant patterns were often denied or disputed. 
At the same time, the overall thrust of the behaviorist approach was to discover 
universal laws that govern behavior at all times, assuming an eternal and invariant 
structure of the universe. Turning to the psychoanalytic approach, we note that 
Freud’s model showed how patterns oflibidinal gratification undergo systematic 
changes from one stage of psychosexual development to the next. Yet, Freud 
insisted that every child has a distinctive way of resolving the Oedipal conflict, 
which shapes his character in a way that is difficult to change despite years of 
analysis. Then again Piaget’s cognitive approach emphasized the constant inter¬ 
play of assimilation and accommodation, of the coexisting forces of stability and 
change. Yet, as noted, Piaget explicitly favored Becoming over Being. Further, in 
the Eriksonian model, although the focus is on identity, which is essentially a 
principle of selfsameness, an individual’s sense of identity is said to be forever 
revisable, thus implicitly emphasizing Becoming over Being. 

Turning now to Indian thought, we may note that the Advaita Vedatists rec¬ 
ognize the constantly changing phenomenal reality (maya), although they devalue 
this aspect by assigning it to a lower level of reality and insist that the unchanging 
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Brahmam sthe single immanent and transcendent principle underlying all changes 
in the universe. The Yoga system, however, follows the Sankhya system in 
assigning equal weight to Being and Becoming reflected in a thoroughly dualistic 
ontology. By comparison, the Buddha chose not to get involved with “metaphysi - 
cal” issues of dualism and nondualism. Instead, he focused on Becoming in 
recognition of the need for improvement common to most men and women. By 
comparison, the Advaita Vedantists adopted a different strategy: of appealing to 
people to realize that thinking as if impermanent things like youth and wealth are 
permanent contributed more to suffering than happiness, and urging them to search 
for that in themselves which remains unchanged forever. It is important to look at 
both Being and Becoming in one way or another, for like the empty and filled parts, 
and like yin and yang, East and West, both taken together account for the whole. 


On Bridging the Gulf: Between Being and Becoming, East and West 

Being and Becoming are dialectical twins; each does not mean anything 
without an implicit reference to its counterpart. There is an interesting tale about 
Parvati, the goddess said to symbolize the perpetually evolving phenomenal world. 
She is said to have once reminded her consort Lord Shiva, the symbol ofEtemity 
who survives periodic destruction of creation, that His most hallowed selfsame¬ 
ness has no meaning without reference to her own continually changing character. 
We may say, mutais mutandis, that selfsame “I” has little meaning without 
reference to the continually changing “Me;” the two coexist side by side, as it 
were, within one and the same person. The Mundaka Upanisad (3.1-3) presents 
this idea in a beautiful metaphor: 

Two birds, fast bound companions, 

Clasp close the self-same tree. 

Of these two, the one eats sweet fruit; 

The other looks on without eating. 

On the self-same tree a person, sunken, 

Grieves for his impotence, deluded; 

When he sees the other, the Lord (is), contented, 

And his greatness, he becomes freed from sorrow. 

When a seer sees the brilliant 
Maker, Lord, Person, the Brahman-source, 

Then, being a knower, shaking off good and evil, 

Stainless, he attains supreme identity (samya) [with Him]. 

(Mundaka Upanisad, 3.1-2;R. E. Hume’s translation, 1931, p. 374) 

Traditional commentaries such as the one by Sankara (1964) explain that in this 
poem the tree symbolizes the embodied person; the bird that eats fruit is the Me, 
the enjoyer-suffererattached to various objects in the world; and its twin is the 
“knower of the field” (ksetrajha), or the “I” as an uninvolved Self-as-Witness. 
The main message of the metaphor is that the true Self is the witness with a 


(1) 

( 2 ) 

(3) 
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capacity to look over everything in life without grieving for the losses nor 
celebrating the victories as its twin, the Me, does. In other words, if one adopts 
the stance of an uninvolved witness, then one stays “above” the waves that rock 
the ego and toss it up and down on an emotional roller coaster. Lasting bliss and 
relief from suffering is said to be attained by remaining anchored in the stance of an 
uninvolved witness. 

For those committed to winning the battles in the game of one-upmanship or 
to the ideal of perpetual progress toward better or bigger of something or other, 
the bird that simply looks over is a useless model. Such a model would be either 
complacent, impotent, or indicative of a “sour grapes” attitude. Being a passive 
witness might be rated as worse than a powerless “speaker” of a House to whom 
everyone in the House defers by way of formality but has no clout. Ironically, in 
the above quote, the Upanisad views the uninvolved bird as the Lord, keeping the 
high position of contentment, not of complacency. Many ofus today would rather 
be a president ofthe republic with “real” power over the army and the cabinet than 
a figurehead royal dispassionately witnessing the rise and fall of powerful politi¬ 
cians. In modern times, the hero is more popular than the saint. Even if one is not 
driven by a desire for power, as long as we are involved with the affairs ofdaily life, 
we cannot afford to stagnate; we must keep changing as per demands of the 
perpetually changing world in which we live. And insofar as change is inevitable, it 
makes sense to try change for the better and avoid being pulled down. On this 
matter Buddha and Aristotle are alike; while the former urges us to improve 
ethically, the latter advocates self-actualization. 

Self-actualization is model of self-transformation favored widely in the West¬ 
ern tradition from Aristotle to Maslow. As I have noted elsewhere (Paranjpe, 
1984), the idea of self-actualization has usually implied the actualization of po¬ 
tentials. The idea here is that human beings have hidden strengths that manifest 
themselves in accomplishments in some form or other. It is implicitly in this sense 
that the human potential movement in American psychology in the past few 
decades tried to develop methods for enhancing the self-actualization of persons. 
Such a concept of self-development is consistent with the notion of perpetual 
progress, which is a dominant theme ofthe Western tradition. In principle there is 
no end to how much we can accomplish in quantity or quality, whether in terms of 
the measurable amount of wealth or speed or in terms ofthe intangible quality of an 
artistic creation. This model clearly favors Becoming over Being. An alternative 
model is that ofthe discovery of one’s Being, ofthe realization ofthe Selfthat one 
was, is, and would remain forever. In this model, the self is not a trove of hidden 
potentials to be coaxed into some or other form of gain. It is, rather, a matter of 
realization, i.e., of unveiling ofthe selfsame principle ofthe “I” that mistakenly 
appears as the Me in varied incarnations. 

But then, why should the discovery of Being be more valuable than con¬ 
stantly trying to be better and better in something or other? To repeat, there are two 
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considerations that justify such an evaluation. First, the race for bigger and better 
never ends; expectations always exceed levels of success, thereby contributing to 
net dissatisfaction. Second, in old age as we run out of time to improve, we are 
likely to be haunted by the thought that we never found the true self; that we lived 
a wrong life in the service of a pseudoself, and there will be no time to change the 
situation. If one discovers the immutable Self - that which one always was, is, and 
will remain - then one need not keep searching for the best that one would wish to 
be nor mourn for not having become what one could/should have become. Such a 
discovery would not only mitigate any feelings of existential despair, but also lead 
to an undisturbed calm. According to Sankara (1980, 1.1.1 ),the realization of an 
immutable Selfoccurs upon the removal ofthe common errors of attributing to the 
unchanging self-as-subject the continually changing features ofthe self-as-object 
on the one hand and of presuming unity and permanence of the many changing 
selves on the other. For removing these errors, one does not need to go anywhere or 
do anything, as is implicit in trying to attain self-actualization, The kingdom of 
heaven, it is said, is within each of us. 

The 17th-century saint-poet Tukaram put it into simple terms that may be 
paraphrased as follows: Your Self is with you; but you are not finding it since you 
are looking for it in the wrong place. This reminds us of the Sufi parable of 
someone looking for his lost keys under the light not because they were lost there, 
but because one could see there. We need not laugh at this misguided keyseeker; 
there are volumes after volumes of empirical and rational investigations of the 
self that miss the point that looking for the Self where it IS is deceptively simple. 
The See-er is not an object to be looked at; if it were, Hume would have found it in 
his introspective investigation. But then Kant assigned the Pure Ego to the forever 
experientially inaccessible world of the noumenal reality. Although so close as to 
Be itself, the See-er remains so elusive as to need years of research. For Plato, as 
for many who followed him over the centuries, the gulf between the one and the 
many, reality and appearance, seemed too wide to bridge. Interestingly, the Mun- 
daka (2.2.5), as well as Chandogya Upanisads conceived of the metaphor of a 
bridge that connects Being or “immortality” on the one hand with Becoming or 
“mortality” on the other: 

Now the Soul (Atman) is the bridge [or dam], the separation for keeping these worlds 
apart. Over that bridge [or dam] there cross neither day, nor night, nor old age, nor death, 
nor sorrow, nor well-doing, nor evil-doing. All evils turn back therefrom, for that 
Brahma-world is freed from evil. (1) 

Therefore, verily, upon crossing that bridge, if one is blind, he becomes no longer blind; 
if he is sick, he becomes no longer sick. Therefore, verily, upon crossing that bridge, the 
night appears even as the day, for that Brahma-world is ever illuminated. (2) 

(Chandogya Upanisad, 8.4.1-2; Hume’s translation, pp. 265-266) 

The bridge to be crossed is after all within us; on the one side is the Being that 
affords the experience ofthe unmistakable sameness ofthe “I,” while on the other 
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side is the “Me” that does not cease to clothe itself in ever-new garb. It would 
appear that the self-realization model has been generally favored by the likes of 
Advaita Vedantists in the East, to the relative neglect ofself-actualization. It would 
also appear that the likes of Aristotle and Erikson in the West have emphasized 
self-actualization of the ever-evolving Me to the relative neglect of the transcen¬ 
dental center of awareness. However, East and West are at the two sides of every¬ 
one at all times. Being on that bridge is simply to realize that East and West are as 
inevitable a pair as Being and Becoming, the “I” and the “Me.” 


Notes 

1. For a concise account of the long debates in Europe over the “problem of universals,” see W. T. 
Jones (1969, Vol. 2, pp. 185-196). 

2. In Theoretical Psychology: The Meeting of East and West (Paranjpe, 1984, Ch. 2 and 3), I have 
discussed the following perspectives on consciousness: William James’s, structuralist, behaviorist, 
psychoanalytical, psychophysiological, phenomenological, Yogic, and Advaita Vedantic. 

3. Vyasa’s words in this connection are: 

yogo yogenajnatavyo yogo yogat pravartate | (Vyasa, 3.6). 

4. I wish to thank Dr. Nalinee Chapekar for pointing out this distinction. 
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Glossary of Sanskrit Terms 


abadhita Not (yet) contradicted orfalsified. According to the Advaita Vedanta, a 
cognition that has not yet been falsified is taken to be truthful. 
adhyasa An Advaita Vedantic term meaning superimposition, ormisattribution, 
of the properties of the single, unchanging Self onto the many changing 
selves, and vice versa. 

adhyatma;adhydtmavidya Literally, adhyatma means pertaining to the self, and 
generally it relates to things pertaining to the spiritual well being of persons. 
Adhyatmavidva is the “science of the self.” 
dgama Authority ofthe scriptures. In Advaita Vedanta, scriptural statements on 
matters such the Self or ultimate reality are accepted as truths inamannerthat 
testimony of trustworthy persons is considered valid. 
dnanda Bliss. 

antahkarana “Inner instrument,” conceived ofin Advaita Vedanta as including 
the mind and the intellect. 

anubhava A broad term meaning experience in general, including perceptual, as 
well as transcendental, experience. 

anubhava Overt expressions accompanying the experience of emotions. 
anumana Inference. 

anupalabdhi Knowledge based on the lack of empirical data about something, 
such as knowing that my pen is not now on the table. 
apard vidva Lower level of knowledge as conceived in the Advaita Vedanta, 
which implies knowledge of the phenomenal world through sensory experi¬ 
ence and reason, as opposed to higher level of knowledge attained in altered 
states of consciousness such as the fourth state. 
apavarga Emancipation of the soul from continued transmigration. 
artha (1) W ealth, often considered in the Indian tradition as one of the four maj or 
goals worth attaining in life along three others: dharma, kama, and moksa. 
(2) Object of experience. 

arthapatti Postulation, assumption, or supposition as a means to knowledge. 
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asanu Bodily postures, especially as recommended in Yoga as one ofthe aids to 
concentration. 
atman The Self. 

atmavidya Knowledge or “science” of the Self. 

avidya Generally, ignorance, or nescience. In Advaita Vedanta, the term avidya 
is used in contrast with knowledge of the absolute - Brahman - attained in 
higher states of consciousness. In recognition of the inherent limits of all 
empirical knowledge and rational understanding, the term avidya is often 
presumed to include “scientific” knowledge. 
bhakti Devotion, primarily understood as devotion to God or a deity. 
bhava Emotion. 

bhokta One who enjoys and/or suffers. 

Brahma God as Creator; one ofthe three divine principles conceived in Hindu¬ 
ism along with Visnu, the Protector, and Mahesa or Siva, the Destroyer. 
Brahman Absolute single principle ofreality as conceived in the Upanisads and 
in the Advaita Vedanta. 
buddhi Intellect. 
cit Consciousness. 

citta Mind, especially as conceived of in Yoga as having the capacity to attend 
and to serve as a storehouse of impressions left behind by past experiences. 
dharma A term with complex and varied meanings, including duties appropriate 
for one’s station in life, social ethos that regulates individual behavior and 
society as a whole, natural properties ofthings, and so on. Doing one’s duties 
is considered one ofthe four major goals in life, along with artha, kama and 
moksa. 

dharana A Yogic termmeaning anchoring the stream ofthoughts to aparticular 
object of thought. 

dhyana Contemplation, specifically defined in Yogic terminology as a steady 
and homogenous flow of thoughts. 

guna Generally, property or characteristic of a thing, but in Sankhya philosophy 
guna implies one of the three (sattva, rajas, tarns) “strands” or interacting 
components of Prakrti the primordial materiality of the universe. 
indriya Sense organ. 

Isvara God, conceived differently indifferent schools ofthought. InPatanjali’s 
Yoga, for instance, Isvara is a special soul or spirit untouched by traces of 
afflicted actions. 

jTva Literally, a living being; but in Advaita Vedanta, it designates a human 
being with capacity to know, feel, and to engage in intentional action, thus 
meaning a person. 
jhana Knowledge. 

jhana marga, or jhana yoga Method of self-realization or spiritual self-develop¬ 
ment by means of attaining knowledge of the Self through critical self- 
examination. 
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jnantci The person or self with the capacity to know or understand. 
kaivalya Literally, isolation. In the Sankhya and Yoga systems, the term kaivalya 
implies the state of release from the unending chain of action and its conse¬ 
quences through the isolation or detachment ofthe Self (Purusa) from Prakrti. 
kalpita Imagined or constructed. 

kama Literally, desire. Often, the term is used to indicate the fulfillment of 
desires as one ofthe four major goals of life, along with dharma, artha, and 
moksa 

karma Literally, action; most commonly, the term implies the notion that all 
actions are necessarily followed by lawful and legitimate consequences. 
kartd The person or self as an agent. 

ko'sa Sheath. The Advaita Vedanta conceives of the jiva or person as a multi¬ 
layered entity composed of five nested sheaths, with the body on the outside, 
followed by bodily functions, sensory capacities, cognitive functions, and 
finally blissfulness at the core 

manus Common meaning of manas is the mind. In Advaita Vedanta the basic 
features of manas are the capacities for cognitive differentiation and integra¬ 
tion and for doubting and deciding. 

manana The process of critical examination ofthe nature of selfhood in the light 
ofthe fundamental teachings of Vedanta as a means to self-realization, 
mdyd The Advaita Vedanta conception of the phenomenal world as a “Grand 
Illusion,” so conceived because ofthe inherent limits ofempirical knowledge 
and rational understanding. 

moksa Liberation from the perpetual chain ofactions and their consequences and 
the consequent cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. 
mukti Synonym for moksa (see above). 

nididhyasana The state of being so completely absorbed in contemplation of 
Brahman that no other thought enters the mind. 
nihsreyas The highest Good as conceived in the Indian tradition; it usually 
implies the highest state of enlightenment through self-knowledge. 
nirguna Without qualities. According to Advaita Vedlnta, Brahman, the ultimate 
reality, is said to have a qualityless substrate behind or beyond the perceptible 
and intelligible world. 

nivrikalpa pratyaksa Direct experience without cognitive constructions, imply¬ 
ing sensory experience that newborn babies and animals may have. 
nivrikalpa samadhi An altered state of consciousness devoid ofthe subject- 
object split typical ofthe common, intentional states obtained in dreams and 
wakefulness. 

niyama Observances, such as cleanliness and self-control, recommended in the 
second of eight steps to Yoga. 
para sattd Transcendental reality. 

para vidya Transcendental knowledge of Self and reality obtained in higher 
states of consciousness, such as the fourth state described in the Upanisads. 
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pratibhasika satin World appearance in illusory perception, such as the appear¬ 
ance of silver in a conch shell. 

prajna A term used with a variety of meanings in various contexts: wisdom, 
knowledge, intelligence, discrimination, and the like. 

Prakrti A term used in the dualistic ontology ofthe Sankhya system to designate 
the “material” as opposed to the sentient principle called Purusa. Sometimes 
translated as “primordial materiality.” 

pram a Knowledge, or cognition supported by at least some criteria of validation 
and uncontradicted by any available evidence. 
pramana An epistemic criterion for validating a cognition. 
prana Vital breath. 
pratyaksa Direct perception. 

pratyahara Yogic term for the withdrawal of senses from the objects of aware¬ 
ness. 

Purusa Literally, man, or a human being. In the dualistic ontology of the Sari- 
khya system, Purusa implies the Self, or the sentient principle of reality as 
distinguished from Prakrti, the material principle. 
rajas One of the three components or “strands” of Prakrti as conceived in 
Sankhya philosophy, rajas is the active principle, roughly equivalent to 
energy. The other two principles are sath’a and tamas. 
rasa Literally, juice, essence, or relish. In traditional Indian esthetics, rasa 
means “aesthetic relish,” or the delectable quality inherent in a work of art. 
sadharariikarana The “generalization” or sharing of emotional experience dur¬ 
ing collective witnessing of dramatic and other works of art. 
samadhi Name of a set of altered states of consciousness described in Yoga, 
Vedanta, and other systems of Indian philosophy. 
samkalpa Integrative aspect of cognitive construction; also decision as opposed 
to doubt or indecision. 

samsdra The perpetual cycle of action and its consequences, including the 
putative cycle ofbirth, death, and rebirth. In the Indian tradition, in samsdra 
suffering is believed to exceed happiness. 
samskdra The impressions left behind by experiences and actions that are said to 
shape future experiences and behaviors. 
sat Being. 

sattva One of the three components or “strands” of Prakrti as conceived in 
Sankhya philosophy, sattva is said to be characterized by illumination and 
lightness as opposed to darkness and heaviness. The two other principles are 
rajas and tamas. 

sattvika bhdva Physiological reactions of the body in emotional states, such as 
perspiration and horripilation or bristling of hairs. 
savikalpapratyaksa Experience involving cognitive construal combined with or 
superimposed on sensory experience. 
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sravana Literally, listening. In Advaita Vedanta, sravana implies listening to, or 
the study of, the fundamental principles of Vedanta for the purpose of self- 
realization. 

sreyas Highest Good. 

sthdyibhdva Lasting as distinguished from transitory emotions. Bharata’s theory 
of dramatics recognize eight lasting, and therefore basic, emotions. 
tamas One of the three components or “strands” of Prakrti as conceived in 
Sankhya philosophy, tamas is said to be characterized by heaviness, inertia, 
and darkness. The two others are sattva and rajas, 
tarka Logic, or critical thinking. 

triguna The triad of qualities, especially sattva, rajas, and tamas, conceived as 
three strands of Prakrti in Sankhya philosophy. 
turiyd Literally, a fourth; in the Upanisads and the system of Vedanta, turiya 
implies the fourth state of consciousness, which is said to be devoid ofinten- 
tionality or subject-objectsplit and provides direct experience ofAtman- 
Brahman. 

upddhi Adjuncts such as the mind and senses that produce the individuality and 
“enjoyership” (bhoktrtvam) in the individual (jiva). 
varnasramadharma The duties of persons according to their station in life in 
the traditional Indian social system divided into four “castes” and the four 
stages of the life cycle. 

vasana Desires, especially originating from drives or other inborn tendencies. 
vibhdva Cause of emotion. 

vikalpa Cognitive differentiation, abstraction, and imagination; also doubt and 
indecision. 

visaya Object of awareness, or intentional object. 
visayin Subject of intentional awareness. 

vyabhicari bhava Transitory as distinguished from stable or basic emotions. 

Bharata’s theory of dramatics recognizes some 33 transitory emotions. 
vyacaharikasatta “Practical reality” as perceived by the senses, consensually 

verified, and explained by reason. In Advaita Vedanta, this level of reality is 
distinguished from transcendental reality, or para satta. 

Upanisad A category of Sanskrit texts considered to be part ofthe scriptures and 
known for their philosophical treatment oftopics such as the nature ofreality 
and the Self. 

yama Restraints such as abstaining from injury and falsehood recommended as 
the first of eight steps to Yoga. Incidentally, Yama is the name ofthe Hindu 
deity who is said to preside over death. 

yoga A term that refers to numerous systems of spiritual self-development, 
including the more commonly known one described in Patanjali aphorisms. 
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